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Corsair Graphite Series” G(OOT 


GRAPHITE SERIES” 


Brilliantly designed to make > 
your next PC your best PC ~ 


Designed with STYLE 

You build your own PCs because you know that doing it right 
means doing it yourself. You want your system to outperform, 
outlast, and outdo. The new Graphite Series 600T is the 
mpressively engineered, stylishly designed, mid-tower case 
that’s an ideal foundation for your dream gaming system. 


Designed for PERFORMANCE 

There’s enough room for full-length graphics cards, even in 
three-way SLI. With two 200mm and one 120mm speed- 
controlled fan, there’s plenty of airflow for cooling. We’ve 
even built in space for a 2 x 120mm radiator for water cooling. 


Designed for FLEXIBILITY 

Expand and upgrade easily with the CPU backplate cutout 

and six 3.5” drive bays. The 6OOT includes our innovative cable 
management system to eliminate clutter, improve airflow, and 
make building your system easy. 


Designed to LAST 

With heavy duty construction, high-quality materials, and room 
for expansion, the 600T is built to last through years of upgrades. || 
It’s an investment that pays off with a gorgeous system today and 
in the future. 


The Corsair Graphite Series 60OT. 
Designed for you. 
Learn lots more at: corsair.com/cases 


“Heaps of room and 
excellent Ventilation” 
PC User Magazine 


“Well-made and outfitted” 
Atomic Magazine 
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Building pains 


There's this belief that it’s great to get Thing is, the whole process continues 
issues off your chest. You know, that whole __ to really piss me off, and it always serves 
problem shared, problem halved thing. So,|__ to remind of how, in a lot of ways, PC 


| have something to share. technology is one of the most under- 
| am not one of nature’s system builders. | developed backwaters of consumer tech. 
Don’t get me wrong — | build a lot of Every time | get elbow deep into 
systems. For testing, for pals, my two- making a new system tick it occurs to 
yearly total upgrade... the works. And | me that in a lot of ways, and despite 
certainly love the end result of a shiny, fast |= Many moves toward PCs becoming 
new system just full of potential. very maintstream, getting one to work 
from scratch can still be such a black 
art. There are times in the labs where me, 


Vito and John all stand around scratching 
our heads at some tech issue, and if 
we find it all a little weird at 
times... man, | feel sorry for 
the average consumer. 
But, | guess, that’s where we 
come in. It’s important to remember 
that not only is Atomic all about that 
experienced builder and upgrader, 
but it’s also about creating new PC 
afficionados. 
In the meantime, and kind of 
connected, | guess, there’s good news 
for the folks who've been hatin’ on our 
KitLog (with good reason!) the past 
little while. Justin’s been a very, very 
busy boy... 


David Hollingworth 
dhollingworth@atomicmpc.com.au 
Twitter: @AtomicMPC 
Facebook: AtomicMPC 
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~ DreamCover technology 


Receive one FREE cover with your 
purchase of a DreamBook W15 or W25 


e Second generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor From RRP 
° 15.6” Wide HD/HD+ Crystal Bright Screen 5 9 9 
e nVidia GeForce 555M 2GB GDDR3 or Intel HD 3000 Graphics 
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GAME festival coming to 
Macquarie University 


Fancy three days of gaming, game philosophy, game theory, 
and much more? Then keep one weekend in October free for 


the GAME festival. 


A pretty impressive sounding three-day 
festival of gaming is coming to Macquarrie 
University in October. Run by the uni’s 
Interactive Media Institute and Macquarie 
ICT Innovations Centre, the GAME event 
takes place over the 27th to the 29th 
of October. 

On the 27th, attendees can engage 
in a public roundtable discussion on 
The Politics of Play. This will cover 
classification, video game impact and 
more, and will include ex OFLC staff, 
Jeffery Brand of Bond University, and reps 
from other unis around Australia. 

The 28th will see the Theorycraft 
conference kick off, which aims to explore 


MACQUARIE & 
UNIVERSITY 


developments in game research here 
and abroad. 

Finally, on the 29th, it’s time for some 
fun the Game On! part of the event. This 
will include the chance to play the latest 
games, mess around with augmented reality 
technology, and will showcase a range of 
products from game developers of all ages. 

For more info on the event, be sure to 
check out their website: http://imi.mq.edu. 
au/game/ 


THQ announces Crytek 
partnership for Homefront 2 


THQ isn’t done with Homefront, and for the Homefront 2 
the company’s partnering with Crytek... yay? 


There’s a telling line early on in THQ’s 
release announcement for its partnership 
with Crytek to develop Homefront 2 (which, 
you know, no one’s surprised, etc). 


Legendary FPS Developer Set To Take 


THQ's Successful Original IP To New 
Heights 


atemic 


That bit about the game’s success and the 
its originality seem a touch desperate to us, 
but hey, can you really blame THQ? The game 
was a famous let-down, coming on the tail of 
some of the most vigorous PR and preview 
campaigns we’d ever seen. Conspicuously 
missing from the release is anything referring 
to sales or critical success. 

Regardless, given the strength of the 
setting and story behind the game, it’s great 
to hear that Crytek are getting a swing at 
it. In fact, Crytek CEO Cevat Yerli seems 
to get understand Homefront’s impact just 
fine. “We see Homefront as a really strong 
universe that has a lot of potential and that 
has been expertly created and marketed by 
THQ,” he said in today’s release. “We believe 
that bringing our level of quality, creativity 
and production values to the next Homefront 
title, creates an opportunity for both THQ and 
Crytek to deliver a truly blockbuster game.” 

More power to ‘em. The game’s not going 
to be out until some time in 2014, so at least 
no one appears in a rush to make the same 
mistake twice. 
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Woohoo, it's POTM time! It’s like 
CLOBBERIN’ TIME|, but it’s not nearly so 
lame as the Fantastic Four movies. At least... 
we hope not... 


Anyhoo, it's on with the show, and as usually 
we've been carefully watching the forums for 
the last month to find the best and brightest 
conversational stars to give a shiny new 
Razer Hydra/Portal 2 pack. So who is this 
awesome example of humanity? 


Tantryl! For his excellent discussion on the 
death of optical media! 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=44843 


Well done that man, and he should fire me a 
PM with his contact details for this prize. And, 
of course, we have runners up... 


lunchbox1988 rewrites Jay-Z’s ‘99 
problems’ for the frustrated sysadmin in all 
of us. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=44916 


Frizzl asks if old games can be fun and 
starts an interesting little discussion. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=45037&st=0 


Thanks gang! Wild applause in three... two... 
one... HOORAY! 


MOD MATTERS 


MODIFICATION 


With Ashton “Two mods are better than one” Mills. 


Crysis Revival 


Crysis 2 
www.moddb.com/mods/rgot 


Ni mmm... Crysis. The famed game that 
bought all the world’s PCs to their knees, 


but even as we cried at the slide-show in front 
of us as our PCs attempted to deliver us the 
frames, we cried also for the sheer beauty of 
the game and how incredible it looked. 

Then, over time, our ever stronger machines 
gave us the ability to play Crysis with smooth 
lovin’, and all was well with the universe. 

Until of course we heard Crysis 2 was 
coming, where upon geeks everywhere let 
loose layers of dolloping drool in anticipation 
of just how amazing Crysis 2 was going to [i] 
have[/i] to look. | mean, this was it, the ultimate 
graphical goodness of any game, anywhere, 
anywhen right? 

ostly, yes, after the DirectX 11 and HD texture 
patches. Pity the gameplay wasn't too great. 


Crysis revival is three 
maps from the Crysis 
environment running on 
Crysis 2... 


But the Cryengine 3 is still nothing to turn 
one’s augmented nose up at (there, | got an 
augmented joke in on the page which | [i] 
know//i] you were waiting for in the FX Implant 
coverage, left!). 

So what would be the best of both worlds? 
The Crysis 2 engine with Crysis the game? 

Ask, and you receive! Well, mostly. Crysis 
Revival is three maps from the Crysis 
environment running on Crysis 2. It may not be 
acomplete game, but if you want to see how 
good Crysis can look and relive those jungle- 
hunting ocean-swimming memories, Crysis 
Revival will do it for you. 

And oh, is it pretty. Soooo pretty. 
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ENBseries Deus Ex | 


MOD MATTERS 


HR FX Implant 


Deus Ex: Human Revolution 
enbdev.com/index_en.html 


D:: Ex HR is the augmented bee’s knees 
of stealth and guns blazing cover/shooter, 
and Eidos Montreal did a spectacular job of 
creating a consistent Blade Runner-esque look 
and feel with its visual styling. Plain and simple, 
it's a beautiful game. 

But its visual design does at times look a 
little 2D, and it’s only if you look close that you 
realise there are objects or NPCs that don’t cast 
shadows, or shiny surfaces that don’t reflect, 
that you realise there's a level of depth missing. 

Enter Boris ‘talented Russian programmer’ 
Vorontsov’s ENBSeries, which we’ve previously 
covered for Borderlands. This is because 
ENBSeries supports a range of games, and 
Boris has just updated it to add a bunch of 
visually stunning features for Deus Ex HR. 

The mod adds much improved SSAO, bloom, 


ambient occlusion and colour correction. 
Further it enables reflections, which you 
might notice are mysteriously missing from 
all those shiny surfaces. The difference is 
night and day, or, | guess night and much 
hotter and curiously attractive night since 
Adam seems to only go on missions at night. 

There's just one caveat: it only supports the 
DX9 pipeline, so you need to de-select the 
DX11 option in the Deus Ex HR configurator. 
That said, about the only DX11 feature the 
game takes advantage of is tessellation to 
smooth edges on objects and clothing which 
you're don't really notice when you're playing 
unless you look out for it. 

It also has a performance hit, as 
sexyfying your graphics always does. 
However, the mod is highly tweakable with 
its enbseries.ini settings file so you can 
reduce the quality of the effects for a visual/ 
speed tradeoff. Check Boris’ blog and the 
readme_en.txt file in the zip for tips on what 
settings to change. (© 
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PATCH | 


The Settlers 7: Paths to a Kingdom 
Patch v1.09 to v1.12 


Battlefield Bad Company 2 Patch R11 
World of Tanks Patch v0.6.6 to v0.6.7 
OpenArena Patch v0.8.1 to v0.8.5 


Project Reality 2 Patch v0.96 to v0.97 


\. Starpoint Gemini Patch v1012 


GEARBOX 4 


GEARBOX 


All the coolest gadgets & gear. 


Ricoh GR DIGITAL IV . 


Price:$799 Website: www.ricohcameras.com.au 
We're coming up to that crazy time of year when you really want a good camera on hand. Not only 
do you have a mess of catch-ups with family that you probably want good shots of, plus the added 
bonus most of your mates getting drink and totally blackmailable over Xmas, but a camera has 
other, more subtle uses... 

You see, we’re in serious game-time right now. Some of the biggest titles of the year are about 
to be released, so there’s every chance you’re just not going to see the outside 
world for a bit. Or, well, quite a while. So here’s a tip — give a loved one this — 
great camera (which is super-stable, has a fast F1.9 GR lens, and excellent : 
auto-white balance settings) and set them out to all the parties and events a 
you’re missing in favour of mastering Battlefield 3. 
It'll be like you were actually there... 
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Vortex Nitron Blaster 


Price: $84.99 Website: www. hasbro.com.au 
How much do we love thee, NERF? Let us count 
the ways... 
Yes, our love for NERF is almost 

Shakespearean in its intensity (there are just 

not enough dead bodies at the end of a NERF 
rampage to make for proper tragedy). From 
Supersoakers to the classic Mavericks and larger 
Recons, there’s a lot to love, too. And now, there’s 
a whole new range of weapons... the Vortex! 

We've got the Nitron here (and in the office, 
where we have totally NOT been sniping at the 
ad guys), and it’s a doozy. See that rear stock? 
Packed with batteries! They power two spinning 
disks that start up when you press a button the 
grip, while the trigger then places a disc from the 
20-round clip between them, then ZOOM! Semi- 
automatic, disc-firing action. 

You can also get a smaller carbine and a couple 
of pistols, making the Vortex range pretty complete 
from the get-go. And you know what - like most 
NERF, we think a lick of paint or three would make 
these Vortex weapons look even better... perhaps a 
tutorial could be the way to go... 
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Sony Tablet S 
Price: $579 


Website: www.sony.com.au/tablet 
We're not averse to the allure of shiny new tech, 
especially particularly sleek and slim, shiny new 
tech. And that pretty much nails the whole look and 
feel of Sony’s entrant into the crowded tablet space, 
the Sony Tablet S. 
f The true advantage of the Tablet S is that it’s designed 
Sa mile Ae to fit in with the larger family of Sony products. It borrows 
fe ieee! i Visiey | styling from the Vaio range of laptops, works with Sony’s 
Mos | ae wireless speakers, and even lets you share content with 
Bravia TVs. Of course, this stuff works for non-Sony gear, 
too, but then you just won't look as sharp. 

It runs Android, features a 9.4in WXGA display, up to 32GB 
of storage, a USB2 micro-AB connector and even a Micro-SD 
slot — take that Apple! It’s Bluetooth and wi-fi enabled, along with 
infrared control functionality, and built-in camera. That’s pretty 

packed right there. 
Now, to mod one up to look like a PADD from Star Trek... 


Price: SUS39.99 Website: http://airswimmers.com 
These helium-filled, remote controlled fish are cool in their 
own right, but if you’ve read William Gibson’s Zero History 
(and you really, really should!), you'll likely find them even 
more exciting. There’s a couple of great scenes in the book 
that feature a shiny blimp shaped like a penguin swimming 
down the streets of Paris. The idea is that, being shiny and 
reflective, it’s actually rather good at camouflaging itself, or, 
if you do see it, you'll think “Shit — that’s a chrome penguin 
flying down the street. | need a holiday.” 

And now life imitates art. 

AirSwimmers come in a friendly clownfish option, and 
a your-worst-nightmare-made-real shark option, and use 
helium to stay afloat. The nylon balloon material can hold 
that lighter-than-air gas for weeks, too, so imagine the fun of 
having a predator of the deep forever floating around your 
house. Perfect also for scaring the living crap out of cats. 


Batman: Arkham City 
console controllers 


Price: TBC Website: www.bluemouth.com.au 

While we do think the claims of ‘authenticity of design’ is a 
bit far for these hot new ‘batarang’ controllers, we still think 
they’re pretty neat. 

Available for both PS3 and 360 (where’s my Bat-mouse-and- 
keyboard), these fully-licensed products deliver full functionality 
and look the part too. The Xbox controller features a Guide 
button, and a three meter cable; the PS3 version is wireless and 
has motion sensing technology and a Batman-themed USB 
receiver for your actual Playstation. Both include illumination 
effects to make sure your next acid-powered gaming session 
will be extra-groovy. 

And hell —- maybe they would make great throwing weapons... 
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Jake Carroll has had enough of poor coding and under-utilised threads. 


W: all know the CPU mantra of the last four 
or five years. It’s now all about core count, 
and not about clock speed. You’ve probably got 
a 12-thread beast doing very little apart from 
rendering some HTML and holding up a thin 
kernel. It’s amazing when this many threads are 
put to good use, but, have you ever thought 

that today’s core density might be too much of 

a good thing? This month, we'll show you the 
reality behind the multicore war. 


Parallelism and serialism 


The premise behind why we've turned to utilising 
many cores at once, rather than single cores, is 
actually quite simple. We'll use a car analogy to 
describe this. 
Let’s say you're sitting in traffic, trying to get 
to work. You have one lane available to you, 
and the lane has 1600 cars in it. You are at the 
very end of that lane, and at the front is a large 
intersection bottlenecking everything. Get past the 
intersection, and you're free to get to work. The 
cars are passing the intersection at roughly one 
every second. It's going to take ~ 1600 seconds 
to get to the point where you can get beyond the 
bottleneck and on to getting some work done. 
Now, suppose you're sitting in traffic, with the 


MULTICORE 


same number of cars queu 
intersection, but you now h 


ing to get beyond that 
ave eight lanes. Each 


lane is moving to the widened intersection at one 


car per second. It’s only goi 
seconds to get to the point 


ing to take you 200 
where you can get to 


work, assuming the cars are evenly distributed. 


Right there, in a nutshel 
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, you have the 


premise of multicore or SMP (symmetric multi 
processing) computing. Put more lanes in, and 
more can get done in a shorter amount of time. 
In our system the clock rate was a sedate one- 
car-per-second. In modern systems, the clock 
rate might be between 1GHz (1 billion cycles per 
second, such as an Atom or ARM CPU in 
your Android/Apple tablet) and 5GHz (5 
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core system, design constraints 
require the brute force technique 
of ever-faster clock speed. As 
IBM and Intel have shown 

us however, stable, efficient 

and practical computing tops out 
currently at around 5GHz, leaving 
architecture aside. There are a number of 
reasons for this, namely physics. It creates 

a lot of heat and takes a lot of power to clock 
further and further into the sky. The conclusion 
from the CPU giants a few years ago was that 
it simply wasn’t worth it in the long run for the 
minimal gains, given the larger and larger power 
and cooling requirements that were being 
generated in the race for a ‘faster’ CPU. That, 
and there was the small matter of the atomic 
lattice of silicon becoming difficult to keep 
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stable at the lithography levels that were being 
worked at. Some of this has been mitigated 
through techniques such as strained-silicon 
manufacturing and High K+ hafnium integration 
(http://www. intel.com/technology/silicon/ 
high-k.htm) 

What happens when the drivers of all the cars 
in our eight lanes start yelling at each other, and 
not looking where they are going? Worse, what 
happens if one or more of the lanes stop flowing, 
or there are road works on one of the lanes? 


Neat threads, dude 


We're sure you've worked with applications 
that simply aren’t multi core or multithread 
aware. Multithreaded applications take explicit 
advantage of being able to run a thread of 
execution independently and parallel to other 
instructions in the same piece of software 
executing at the same time, thus using many 
of our lanes. When an application doesn’t split 
into multiple threads well, it typically will ‘spin’ 
or consume time on a single CPU core, and 
typically underperforms on a multicore CPU 
compared to a fast single core CPU of similar 
specification. 

This problem isn’t as rare as one might 
expect, with many current applications in the 
Windows, UNIX and Linux world being affected 
by this kind of behaviour. The answer to these 
problems is to re-engineer the software itself. 
Our operating systems have been capable of 
parallel scheduling for a long time now, as has 
our hardware. 

Here is an example of a trivial singly-threaded 
Java class: 

class atomicClassSingleThreaded 

{ 


public void main(..) 
{ 


MULTICORE ¥* 


One of the ways we can change this around, 
due to the flexibility of modern programming 
languages, is to use some of the inbuilt tools and 
constructs the language gives us to make multi 
threading easier: 


class atomicClassMultiThreaded 
implements Runnable 


{ 


public void run() 
{ 
// thread body of execution 


} 


X-RAY 


Solaris, BSD, Mac OS X etc), these threads can 
be appropriately dispatched to a scheduler 
and distributed amongst cores, thus enabling 
parallelised workloads to run. 

We won't go as far to say that lazy developers 
are to blame for lack of threaded code taking 
advantage of the multicore systems we have 
available to us (as extenuating circumstances 
such as limited budgets are common in many 
software development projects), but we will 
say that implementing multi-threaded code 
isn’t actually that hard. And yet, there are much 
bigger problems for us to worry about. 


Road rage 
Earlier in the article we mentioned the possibility 
of the lanes of traffic, each with a driver in every 


Our operating systems have been capable of 


parallel scheduling for a 


We then create an object simply by saying: 


atomicClassMultiThreaded 
atomicObject = 
atomicClassMult 


hreaded () 
Next, we create the thread itself: 


Thread thrl = 
atomicObject ) 


new Thread ( 


We then siart the thread running: 
thrl.start () 


This isn’t that complicated, and is a 
fundamental concept in year 1 Java/C type 
languages that you'd study in Information 
Technology or Computer Science. 

In combination with a smart operating system 
(Windows 7, any Linux 2.6 kernel, any current 


Amdah!|'s Speedup of Multicore Architecture 


long time now... 


car, yelling at each other as they sit in the queue, 
waiting to get to work. Unfortunately, scalability 
issues have become evident in recent years 
when processor core count reaches extreme 
proportions. We now have production CPUs that 
are capable of 20 threads of execution per lump 
of silicon in the socket on the x86 front, and 128 
threads on the SPARC front. On a quad-socket 
x86 system, that represents 80 execution 
threads to a single operating system. You'd think 
this would be nothing but a good thing, but it 
has several detrimental effects. 

So here is where things crash together, and 
the patented X-Ray science sets in. 


Parallelisation 

basics and laws with odd names 
When discussing parallelisation in computing, 
Amdhal’s law is often referenced. This law states 
that parallelisation performance improvements 
are limited by the serial sections in an algorithm, 


Amdahl|'s Speedup of Multiccre Architecture 
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Bottleneck areas on a typical Hex-core x86 CPU. 


Shared DRAM page caches 


when an algorithm working on a given dataset 
is parallelised. 

Because we are concerned with kernel-land 
rather than user-land, another law is important. 
Gustafson’s law states that when doing more 
in parallel, often the dataset sizes increase, and 
as a consequence, this generally offsets any 
speedup limitations experienced as a result of 
Amdahl's law. 

This goes a step further with Sun and Ni's 
law, which suggests many parallel applications 
cannot scale up to meet a time-bound constraint 
due to some physical constraint. In most cases, 
the physical constraint is usually memory 
related. If the bandwidth, amount, and latency 
of the memory you have plugged into your 
motherboard cannot cope with the requests 
of all the thread timing, locking and requests 
for reads and writes that a massively multi core 
scaled CPU is requesting, the capabilities of 
that CPU will appear lower in performance than 
one might expect or theorise. Worse than this: 
if the computations taking place are ‘out of 
core’ and are on a GPU, or involve information 
being fed from elsewhere (such as a sound 
card) this problem is exacerbated even further. 
This is but one of the many reasons the PCI-E 
standard is undergoing bandwidth and latency 
improvements so regularly. 

Figure 2 shows the number of trivial and easily 
identified places where multi core performance 
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Shared off-CPU bandwidth 


bottlenecks are most evident. When all these 
laws combine they suggest that the fastest and 
most efficient parts of a system will be pulled 
down and stymied by the slower parts. Never 
has this been more apparent in the GPU world, 
where companies such as AMD and nVidia are 


operating system kernel. A mutex lock is a smart 
bit of code that blocks or stops simultaneous 
use of resources where sharing shouldn't be 
occurring. As one might expect however, this 
forms performance problems in kernel quickly, 
as more and more cores are factored into 

the equation. As a result, kernel engineers on 
the Windows and UNIX/Linux side have had 
to keep refactoring kernels to allow for better 
concurrency. Current versions of consumer- 
grade Windows and Linux scale quite well to 
around 16 cores. After this we keep running 
into the aforementioned issues, increasing in 


It is too often the case, however, that the OS 
is not scalable to the esoteric heights we are 


charging towards. 


currently having real problems with the speed of 
RAM modules; current technology can barely 
keep up with their stream processing units and 
GPU cache. 


OS level problems 

The problems aren’t purely at a hardware level. 
The operating system has to be scalable, too. 

It is too often the case, however, that the OS 

is not scalable to the esoteric heights we are 
charging towards. On multi core systems, OS- 
level access to a shared state (information being 
passed through cache to be processed by either 
one or more cores) must be synchronised. That's 
easier said than done, and requires a couple of 
approaches. The simplest way to do it is to use 
what is known as a mutex lock for an entire 


ferocity with every core addition (as Figure 1 
demonstrates). 


Fixing multi-core madness 
We do have strategies to deal with this multi- 
core share resource contention and OS level 
malarkey. 


In hardware 

Hardware is harder to fix than software, and this 
is especially true of CPU design. As discussed 
earlier, piling cores on top of cores ina CPU 
design might scale well to a point, but when it 
comes to pulling back that data into hot cache 
inside the CPU, it has to come from RAM or 
other devices in the system, creating latency 
hotspots and significant bandwidth bottlenecks 
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WORK (CPU cache, registers, computational units 
and outputs of CPU utilisation) 
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2. We use lock-free synchronisation. Throw out 
mutex locking entirely. 

3. We stop sharing so much with data structures. 
We start to use per-core data structures. If we 
isolate data structures to private cores, we 
reduce the “yelling” taking place that creates 
inefficiencies. 


as the core count climbs. To deal with this issue, 
designers use prefetching methods to guess 
what will be required next, so that cache isn’t 
starved for work. The problem is guessing what 
is required via prefetch; it isn’t 100% accurate 
(often called a cache prefetch miss). This harms 
performance. One way to deal with this is by 
selectively turning off prefetching. The other 
involves slicing up the bandwidth appropriately 
for each core in use, using some balancing 
algorithms. 
The idea of turning off prefetching might seem 
a bit outlandish, but given how easily data with 
“off chip” information in RAM is obtained through 
hardware counters, it’s easy to integrate into a 
CPU design. If a counter gets “warm”, patterns 
will form, and based on those patterns, a CPU 
can make decisions about whether it needs 
prefetching or not, thus driving up efficiency. 
The concept of splitting bandwidth to cores 
harks back to our car analogy. Once again, 
algorithms can be used to tell each of our cars 
where they should be heading and which lane 
to use, based upon the width of the lane and 
how many cars are in that lane. If it’s busy, the 
algorithm instructs the cars hold off, or slow 
down. If other lanes are free, the algorithm 
directs cars across to those to keep the 
intersection flowing, stopping the cache from 
being starved. 


In software 

Increasing kernel scalability in multi core 
environments isn’t that hard to say, but it’s 
difficult to put into practice. There are five major 
ways forward: 


1. Increase granularity of locking. We shouldn’t 


lock the whole kernel to data structures. We 
should lock the data structures to data items. 
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4. Affinity scheduling. We try to schedule a like- 
thread on the same core every time. 

5. Be more careful with our allocation and avoid 
false-sharing of cache lines. 


As computers becoming more and more 
powerful, we are met with less of a requirement 
to put care into our code in many ways. This 
is met with the opposite effect as we struggle 
for realism. Al and complex world interactions 
require so many variables to be flowing through 
CPU, RAM and GPU simultaneously. To that 


end, we don’t have much choice but to change. 


We'll keep packing on the cores, but we'll 

keep using them in ways that aren’t necessarily 
as efficient as they could be. This will drive 

a generation of further CPU optimisation, 

such that game developers and application 
engineers can get on with the job of making 
beautiful and enjoyable experiences for us 

all. The complexity and balance of the fine line 
between multi threading with many cores, and 
saturating the available bandwidth of a memory 
subsystem, might become more important in 
the immediate next era of computing. 

Swing your chair around and fire up that 
copy of RAGE you’ve just purchased. Think 
about just how hard your GPU, RAM and 
CPU are working, pumping those mega- 
textures around. Open your task manager (or 
even better, Task Explorer http://technet. 
microsoft.com/en-us/sysinternals/ 
bb896653) up and drill down. You might be 
amazed at what you discover. (= 
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Shorter than mustard, 
longer than ham 
I've been making backups since tape 


iL drives plugged into the floppy 
controller and took five million years to store 
40Mb. Not once have | felt really confident 
about my backups. Floppies, tapes, CDs, 
DVDs; everything dies, unless you never 
need to restore from it. Who am | kidding, 
those ones die too. 

Now | use Mozy to back up really vital 
data (and trust that they know what they’re 
doing), but I’ve got terabytes of other stuff 
that I’d like to stick on cheap hard drives, 
then just put the drives in a safe place. 

If | come back in ten years and try to restore 
these backups, will the drives be as hosed as 
every other backup media I’ve tried? 

What’s the shelf life of a hard drive? 

Dan Adam 
() As | always find myself saying when 
people ask about drive reliability: 
Nobody knows. But probably a pretty 
long time. 

Hard-drive technology has changed 
immensely over the years, but unplugged 
drives kept in a cool, dry place have always 
been likely to still work after several years. 
It's possible that the current ultra-high- 
density perpendicular-recording drives have 
some oddities that'll lose your data in less 
than five years, but it doesn’t look likely. I’d 
put money on your data still being there in 
five years, and | wouldn't be surprised if the 
drives were still fine after ten. 

For real security, though, you need to do 
three things. 

One: Make more than one backup of 
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| your questions like no-one else can. 
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anything really important. If you’re backing 
up to hard drives, spread the risk by using 
different brands of drive. 

Two: Do periodic test-restores. Even major 
corporations sometimes fail to do this, with 
disastrous results. You want to discover 
dead backup media when it’s annoying, not 
when it’s catastrophic. 

Three: Transfer your old backups to 
cheaper, bigger media in the future. Don’t 
just back up new data to the $100 50Tb 
SSD you bought from Tyrell Corporation 
(with other ones from Omni Consumer 
Products and Weyland-Yutani, as per 
point one); move the old backups onto the 
new media, too. This also gets around the 
problem of finding some way to plug a SATA 
drive from 2011 into the computer built into 
your brainstem in 2031. 

(You can also, by the way, store small 
amounts {by modern standards} of digital 
data surprisingly easily on paper, which is a 
very stable medium; see dansdata.com/ 
gz094.htm.) 


Try to avoid leaving water inside your computer 


Feck! 

| have this wooden ‘In tray’ attached to 
J my desk with double-sided tape. When 

I’m plugging a hard drive into a USB adapter 

cable, | put it in the tray, so it can’t be knocked 

off the desk or pulled off by the cable. 

The fecking roof fecking leaked over the 
fecking tray. All fecking night. 

The fecking drive was 100 per cent 
immersed in fecking dirty leak water. Said water 
is currently leaking back out of the drive as it 
sits out on the balcony in the sun. 

| don’t care about the USB adapter, so 
of course that still fecking works, after just 
swinging it around in the air to get water out of 
the plug. 

And, the inevitable fecking punchline, there’s 
stuff on that drive that | need and have not 
backed up. | know. | know. Shut up. 

Is there any hope at all of getting any data off 
that drive ever again? 

A. Fulmer 


a 


components for more than 75 years. 
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Yes, you are almost certainly fecked. But what the feck, let’s 

“J giveitago. 

Hard drives, as you have now dramatically seen, are not sealed. 
They have a little pressure-equalisation vent with an air filter in it. The 
filter in your drowned drive probably worked okay as a water filter, so 
with any luck no particulates have gotten into the drive. But with just 
that one little vent hole, the drive will take a /ong time to dry out, unless 
you do something drastic to help. (It’s surprising how much computer 
hardware can be rescued from fluid damage if you get rid of the fluid 
quickly enough.) 

If it were my drive, I'd take the lid off it (you'll probably need a Torx 
“star” driver, or a near-enough hex Allen key, to remove the screws), 
put it in the sink, and pour methylated spirit over it to displace the water 
from nooks and crannies. 

Next, dry out the lidless drive in as non-dusty a way as possible. 
While we're pushing the envelope, why not try the minimum possible 
heat in a fan-forced oven? 

(The management accepts no responsibility if you set your alcohol- 
soaked drive on fire.) 

Now pop the lid back on, plug the drive back in, and sit down, just in 
case it turns out to work and you, understandably, faint. 

A drive that’s had its lid off outside a dustless cleanroom, even if there 
was nothing wrong with it before, is a drive which should be dismantled 
for fridge-magnets and wall decorations after you quickly recover 
whatever data you can. So | really wouldn't expect this to work for you. 
But it’s an easy enough thing to try. It shouldn’t make the drive much 
worse than it already is, either, so if the data’s really valuable to you, 
you'll still be able to send the drive to an expensive recovery service. 

Provided they don’t just say “you’re fecked”, of course. 


Rounder zeroes and straighter ones 


[ My mate says that iPods sound better than most if not all other 
MP8 players, because they use a ‘better algorithm’ to decode the 
music. 
Is this true? 
David Ewart 


(0) Well, Apple’s pet lossy compression format, AAC, does sound 
~J better than MPS at a given bit rate. There’s also Apple Lossless, 
which is bit-identical to the original uncompressed PCM audio and so, 
all other things being equal, sounds exactly the same as the 
uncompressed audio. (Or any other lossless compression, like FLAC 
or Monkey’s Audio.) 

There’s also some debate on the quality, or lack thereof, of the 
headphone output of different iPods. The unusual ‘push-pull’ output of 
the original iPod Shuffle ought to have sounded better than the normal 
‘single-ended’ headphone output of pretty much every other MP3 
player ever made —- but as usual in ‘audiophile’ discussions, there are a 
lot more opinions being expressed than blinded tests being performed. 

iPods definitely do not have a ‘better algorithm’ for playing MP8s, 
though. They use commodity decoder chips — Sigmatels, Samsungs, 
maybe some others. None of these chips are Apple exclusives; they’re 
all available in a range of players, including some very cheap and nasty 
ones. Not that this matters, because there's zero room for innovation in 
MP8 decoding algorithms. 

There are lots of tricks you can do at the MP3 ENcoding stage, but 
in DEcoding you just take the bits and make a waveform out of them, 
end of story. Most MP3 decoders are ‘bitstream compliant’, producing 
mathematically identical output, within the limits of rounding error. 

Different MP3-decoder chips have different extra stuff built in - 
headphone amp circuitry, screen-driver hardware, et cetera. But as far 
as decoding goes, they're either bitstream compliant and identical, or 
cut-down non-compliant chips for undemanding applications. 
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This window intentionally left blank 


rf I've got a Compaq laptop and thought I’d uninstalled all of the 
Ls bundled crapware, but every time | boot some damn thing runs and 
makes a little square window with nothing in it. I’ve tried killing tasks in 
Task Manager, but | can’t find what's doing this, or at least can’t find what 
it is before | kill some task that’s essential to Windows and have to reboot. 
| also tried switching from Aero to old-Windows mode, and now | get 
the same empty square window with different things in the corners. 
| don’t reboot that often so | don’t really care if | can’t stop the empty 
window from appearing. | just want to be able to close the thing. How? 
Zach Jennings 


I’m pleased to announce that one program can solve both Zach’s 
problem, and this next one! 


Print Pictures Error 


| @ Your pictures can't be printed becau: 
| 


Invalid Direct 


Q 


If you can’t stop ‘em, you might as well start collecting ‘em. 


Once it goes black, it won’t come back 


i lf there’s an open beta for a game, |’m in, even if it’s an open- 

J source multiplayer Ultima Ill (actually, that would be awesome). | 
also like weird tweaked video drivers. So | am pretty familiar with the 
Crash To Desktop. Nobody to blame but myself. 

What | really hate, though, is when the game doesn’t crash to desktop, 
but instead to a black screen with no mouse pointer. Now | have to ctrl- 
alt-del and open Task Manager and then use an invisible mouse pointer 
to click on the “this program has...” thing, or fumble the same invisible 
pointer to Task Manager and click the game and then End Process. 

There must be a better way. You must know what it is. What is it? 


CJ Cole 


a There’s no perfect way to kill a system-monopolising foreground 
(S83 task when it falls over in the black-screen way. But if you can zap 
the program by doing the pin-the-tail-on-the-Task-Manager routine, you'll 
be able to exit with “SuperF4”: http://code.google.com/p/superf4 

When you press Ctrl-Alt-F4, SuperF4 kills the foreground program. If 
Windows still reckons that’s the game CJ has that keeps crashing, then 
that’s what'll die. SuperF4 also has an “xkill” mode, that terminates the 
program responsible for any window you click on — which should solve 
Zach's problem, above. 

Even the standard mode of SuperF4 is a bit of a live grenade to have 
sitting around in your taskbar, but it’s easy to disable or quit SuperF4 
when you don’t feel a drive-by assassination is likely to be necessary. 

If Zach would like to shoot for the moon and identify, rather than just 
kill, the process that’s creating those stupid empty windows, Sysinternals’ 
famous “Process Explorer” (bit.ly/sysint) can ID the process that owns a 
window. Just click and drag the crosshair icon from the Process Explorer 
button-bar to any window you like. Then you can use another Sysinternals 
utility, “Autoruns”, to turn over every system-startup rock and find where 
that process is coming from. © 
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Ashton Mills peaks early in gaming. It’s a condition! 


| have a problem. | love to discover and revel in 
the abilities, power, or skills as my character 
levels in an RPG or my armies grow in an 

RTS. It’s the thing that makes us come back 

to games, or stop us leaving in the first place 
(just one more turn...). Exploring the tech or 
ability trees and seeing your avatar get stronger 
and more powerful: giggling maniacally when 
you build the biggest unit in the game; hands 
rubbing together as you unlock new buildings in 


and then | get bored. I’ve seen all the techs now, 
I've played with all the units. There’s nothing 
left to gain, nothing new left to be wowed by. 
And yes there’s multiplayer, or actually doing 
the campaigns (though they're usually droll and 
inane) but it doesn’t often extend it - because 
everything in them I've discovered already. I’ve 
taken that fruit by the folds of its velvety soft skin, 
and sucked its juice dry to a prune! 

So | kind of, | guess, cheat myself out of the 


| search to see if there are any mods that 
can improve a game, and if there aren’t and there’s 
something | think could be done better, | do it myself. 


your God sim. You keep coming back for more 
to get that hit, that sense of accomplishment. 
In an MMO these moments are slowly doled 
out in little droplets of delirium that you slurp off 
the dusty desert wasteland that is your empty 
wallet. Just to get that next level, unlock that 
new ability. But in some games, mostly single- 


player, it comes as quick as the hours you invest. 


And, not tending to go on indefinitely as with 
MMOs, there’s a limit to how much juice you can 
squeeze. When you've tried every unit, fought 
with every weapon, and pursued every side 
quest you've got all the juice and won the game. 
My problem is | don’t want to wait. I'll fire up 
anew RTS and, rather than play the campaign 
which slowly introduces you to new techs and 
takes time to complete, I'll start a sandbox 
game, play for six hours, and unlock all the tech 
trees and play with all the units and abilities in a 
single sitting. | have one (or maybe two, when 
needing to choose sides) epic games and then... 
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whole experience by diving in with a passion 
and then burning it out quickly. | can’t help it, I’m 
addicted to unlocking and exploring those trees 
of possibility, be they RTS, RPG or WTF. 

The addiction is closely aligned with the need 
(0 hack (in the traditional sense of the word) — 
which for me means optimising my Windows 
builds with registry and service tweaks, SSHing 
into my NAS to tweak its Linux install, building 
my own gateway box with optimised kernel and 
PPP stack, jailbreaking my phone and so on. | 
usually can’t let default be. 
And modding, of course, is another form of 
hacking. | search to see if there are any mods 
that can improve a game, and if there aren't 
and there’s something | think could be done 
better, do it myself. | often won't play if it can be 
improved first, because | want the best juice it 
has to offer. But, admittedly, it sometimes works 
against me too — I’ve never actually finished 
Oblivion or Fallout, even though my mods for 


them have been downloaded a quarter of a 
million times. There's always one more thing to 
tweak... 

| like to think it’s part of that Atomic nature, 
up there with overclocking and case modding, 
because we like to take something as it is, and 
make it better than it was before. Exploring its 
fullest potential, just like unlocking those juicy 
tech, ability, and character trees in games... | 
know I'm not the only one though — are you 


addicted to trees? ((E, 


Give a man an email and he'll keep it for a day. 
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Sony Playstation, 
Sega Saturn & N64 


James Matson and Ben Mansill dig into the last great 
platform battle, and how you can preserve the machines of 
good times past. 
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ha console wars have taught us anything, it’s 
that even the mightiest companies can wither 
and fall, and that new players can come in and 
dominate if the machine and its support are well 
executed. 

The 32-bit era that commenced in the mid- 
1990s was all about the Sony PlayStation, Sega 
Saturn and N64. Yes, theN64 is indeed a true 
64-bit design, but for the sake of this story we're 
talking periods of time. This period also featured 
smaller players in the form of Amiga’s CD32, 
the 3DO and Atari Jaguar. Sadly, and to put it 
bluntly, they failed miserably. In terms of sales 
the CD82 barely topped 100,000; the Jaguar 
managed just over twice that figure; and the 
3DO scrounged a semi-respectable 2 million. By 
comparison, Saturn sold 9.5 million units, N64 a 
much better 33 million, while Sony blitzed them 
all with a rather incredible 102 million units sold. 


That's deep, man 

The new breed of machines were designed 
primarily for 3D. It was clearly the future 

of gaming, as we saw through hacks that 
enabled 3D on the 16-bit machines. Doing 

3D successfully turned out to be a mixed bag, 
though, with just the PlayStation able to do 3D 
well from the get-go. 

In the lead-up to the PS release the media, 
and our funny friends the fanbois, were butting 
heads, hurling arguments at each other about 
MIPS, bandwidth, poly counts, RAM and 
data busses. As it turned out, raw theoretical 
performance mattered little, and instead the 
gaming world faced an unexpected bottleneck, 
one that persists today. Simply: if a platform is a 
pig for developers to program for, then even the 
mightiest ships will sink. 

Here, Sony delivered a monsterkill. Its SDK 
made life easy for developers, keen to strut their 
3D stuff. The Saturn’s ungainly hardware, with 
two CPUs - the second of which is believed 
to have been hobbled during final design as 
a last ditch effort to lift performance to match 
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Raw theoretical performance mattered 


little, and instead the gaming world faced a 
bottleneck, one that persists today. 


Playstation —- needed assembly-level coding 

to get maximum performance. Meanwhile, the 
N64 turned out to have poor texturing abilities, 
giving games a trademark blurred and washed 
look, and better results only came when > 
a handful of developers wrote their own gh 
programming tools to overcome this later in A 
its development cycle. 


Teach a man to fish 

In the market PlayStation was jumped on by 
new gamers and families who may have felt 
safe with the ‘Sony’ name, and that it could be 
justified as a CD player. Many older gamers, who 
had lived through previous ~— Continued pg 29 
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Why collectit? 
|| The PlayStation is, for the 

most part, a gamer console, 
not a collector's. We mean 
that it's both stupidly 
common, and has very 

little of the mystique or 

retro uniqueness of some 
other machines of the 

| 32 bit era. The PS1 isn’t 
something that guests 

to your home will set eyes 
on and suddenly be overcome by childlike 

|| wonder and awe. It is what it is; a reasonably 
average-looking grey box that has, and 
probably still does adorn, millions of homes. 

| What Sony’s mega success story does have 
in spades is one of the largest and most 
diverse game libraries of any console, ever. 
Everything from RPG gems like Final Fantasy 

| to corking beat-em-up titles such as the 

|| Tekken series can be found for the PS1 with 

|| very little effort. The console also caters well 
for the adult gamer, with more mature games 
like Resident Evil and Silent Hill all helping to 
make it attractive to the 28+ age group that 

|| makes up most collectors. You'll be collecting 
| not for the sake of rising value or rarity, but to 

|| play, play and play some more. 

| If you’re completely new to the collecting 

|| ‘scene’ and are looking for a console to start 

|| your obsession, you could do a lot worse 

|| than the PlayStation 1. They're abundant, 
cheap, and you will have plenty of work ahead 
|| of you if you intend to collect anything close to 


- shelf, this is what it'd look like. 


_ If you put every PlayStation 1 title ever made on a single 


PTS 


the entire library of games (like this guy: http:// 
tinyurl.com/6bto9ek). 


Where to get it? 


The PS1 is an easy beast to collect for. It was 
a massively successful machine during its 11- 
year stint, and is still relatively ‘new’, so if you 
already have one kicking around in your lounge 
room gathering a fine film of dust and fluff, just 
ignore this bit. For the rest of you, the journey 
to collecting for the PlayStation is an easy one. 
A loose console with cords and a controller 
can be found at nearly every weekend trash & 
treasure market; and more than a few op shops 
too. Cash Converters, eBay and Gumtree are 
all awash with PlayStation consoles, games and 
accessories. 

If you don’t return laden with PS1 goodies 
from your first foray out “in the wild” then you're 
probably an inept member of the species and 


should hurl yourself off the nearest cliff. Machines, 


games and even accessories like the G-Con45 
light guns are all falling from the sky in 
retro-rainfall on a regular basis. 


What will it cost? 


Cheap is the name of the game 
when it comes to the PS1 and you’re 
looking at very little outlay to begin 
quickly building a collection. Loose 
consoles with cables can be had 

for as little as $5 or $10 from the 
right source, but you might as well 
throw in a mere $15 or $20 more to 
get yourself a good condition boxed 
version. Accessories like memory 
cards, light guns and extra controllers 
are equally cheap to grab: for well 
under $100 you can probably gather 
everything you could ever want in 
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terms of base PlayStation hardware. Games 
come in two main streams — black label and 
grey label. The difference between the two is 
that games that are black label are the original 
prints of the game, whereas grey label titles of 
the same name are ‘Platinum’ re-releases and || 
are considered slightly less valuable. If you're 
not that fussy, then PS1 titles complete in 
case can be had for as little as $5 at markets 
and op-shops, the priced lower because | 
CD-based titles have less collectability than 1 
their cartridge cousins, not to mention the fact 
that PS1 games are still plenty easy to find. 
Unfortunately a lot of PS1 titles come housed || 
in the dreaded plastic CD ‘jewel’ cases, which | | 
means by the time they get into your hands 
they're marked, cracked and in some cases 
pretty much disintegrated. 


Caring for it 
Very early model PS1’s used parts for the 
CD laser made out of plastic, which leads | 
to some serious wear and tear over time. 
Those same earlier models (ones in the 100x 
model range) suffered from overheating 
issues and ‘skipping’ when trying to play 

Full Motion Video or stream audio. Luckily, 
Sony attended to these ills, so later model 
machines are relatively issue-free. Apart from 
the CD mechanism carking it — an unlikely | 
possibility given the machines are still relatively | 
new — the only caring needed is for the 
games themselves. Like all other CD media, 
PlayStation games are prone to scratches 
and scuffs, so try to be a good Geek and 
keep them tucked away in their cases when 
not in use. (Also don’t forget to check for 
scratches on games before you go handing 
over cash at the local market as you may be 
paying for a novel coaster). 
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Why collect it? 


| While Sega and Sony went the road of CD 
media for their 32-bit machines, Nintendo 
chose to stick with cartridges for the N64. 
| Say what you will about that decision and its 
| ramifications back in the day, but in modern 
| times this gives the ‘64 an edge in terms of 
collector desirability. Cartridge titles will always 
seem inherently more valuable than CDs, and 
| the N64 has some of the greatest to ever be 
released. While the Zelda series has been 
kicking around since the original Nintendo 
Entertainment System was new, the two 
| N64 Zelda offerings - Ocarina of Time and 
Majora’s Mask — are reasons in themselves to 
grab an N64. In fact, the N64 is surrounded 
by games that mark a solid refinement of 
earlier Nintendo efforts. Star Fox 64, Mario 
Kart 64 and Super Mario 64 all take the core 
game play of earlier incarnations and add the 
freedom of true 3D. We'd also be remiss if 
we didn’t throw in a mention of Goldeneye 
007, the title that did as much for the FPS 
genre on consoles as it did for the 64 itself. 
The N64 has a stack of games that make it a 
pleasure to collect for (and play) but if we're 
being completely candid, many haven’t aged 
well. In-game textures on the platform are for 
the most part pretty ratty, so don’t pick up a 
| controller and expect to consistently re-create 
the magic of your childhood memories. A 
wealth of accessories and add-ons awaits 
those willing to dive into collecting for the 64, 
ranging from colour variations in the hardware 
| (Gold controllers for a Zelda release, Yellow 
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for Donkey Kong 64, a “funtastic” series of 
consoles released in orange, purple etc) to the 
commercially failed and incredibly rare 64DD 
‘Disk Drive System’ that allowed ZIP style disk 
games to run on the 64. 


Where to get it? 


If you're super lucky you might just come 
across an N64 tucked away at your local op- 
shop. We say super lucky, because while it’s 
not unheard of to find the system at a bargain 
price in a bargain location, it’s also not standard 
fare. You're more likely to find an N64 at a 

local market loose or boxed. eBay is an easy 
way to score an N64 and games, but the cost 
skyrockets once you begin sniffing around online 
auctions. Our advice — wherever possible — is 
to exhaust your market/op-shop/garage sale 
haunts first. You'll spend longer looking, but will 
save money in the long run. 

Loose carts can be found 
dotted all over the place, 
particularly at local markets; but 
if you want anything boxed and 
in good condition you're going to 
have to bite the bullet and head 
online. N64 game boxes are 
cardboard and notoriously flimsy, 
tending to only be looked after 
by those who take special pride 
in their game library (usually other 
collectors), hence you’re going 
to find titles of that calibre online 
more than anywhere else. 


What will it cost? 


N64 costs vary wildly, and seem 


source them from. If you are one of those few 
who track down an N64 console at a Salvo’s 
store or op-shop, you could walk away with 
acomplete system for as little as $20, but if | 
you're forced towards the eBay machine or | | 
even to trash & treasure markets, you'll be | 
looking at $40 and closer to $100 if youlike | 
your machines boxed with all its paraphernalia | 

— and that’s best case! When it comes to | 
games, again it’s all about location. From || 
a local market you might find a few of the | | 
less high-profile tities (Command & Conquer, | 
Superman and such) for $5 loose, but are | 
unlikely to come across titles like Majora’s | | 
Mask in your travels. Gumtree and eBay have || 
plenty of N64 titles — loose and boxed — on 
offer, but the prices can get prohibitive. Any 
game considered a cornerstone of the N64 
experience is going to cost at least $30, but if 
you really want to go down the path of boxed 
titles or big ticket games then it may be your 
only choice. 


Caring for it 

There's not a lot that you need to look out for 

with an N64: it’s a big hunk of tough plastic 

that you push other hunks of tough plastic | 

into. The small protective cover where the | 
1} 


memory expansion goes on the unit can get 
easily lost though, and once gone leaves the 
exterior looking a bit unattractive, so bear that 
in mind. A few handy mods for the console 
have surfaced over the years though, so if 
you find yourself a cheap unit somewhere 
consider adding RGB output via this guide — 
http://www.gamesx.com/rgbadd/rgbn64. 
htm, or hack up a USA NTSTC N64 to take 
Japanese carts via http://guidesarchive.ign. | | 


com/guides/n64/usmodification.html | | 
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Why collect it? 


Of the three consoles covered in our 32-bit 
| collecting corner, the poor Sega Saturn sits 
| adistant third in terms of sales. While on a 
| | commercial level this would be considered a 
bad thing, when it comes to collectability it 
| makes the Saturn pretty attractive. It's rarer to 
|| find, more exotic to own and generally has that 
| little bit of extra allure about it that the N64 and 
PlayStation can’t really match. A sexy machine 
with dark “what-if-Darth-Vader-was-a-console” 
looks, the Sega Saturn is an embodiment of 
|| the arcade. Thanks to the impressive coin-op 
|| stable of Sega, Saturn collecting is made 
| awesome by virtue of titles like Virtua Cop, 
Sega Rally and Daytona USA. These were 
arcade games we all grew up with, throwing 
| Coin after coin into, and the Saturn had the 3D 
graphics to bring them straight into the home. 
In the 2D arena the Saturn completely 
dominates, having an incredibly rich library of 
fighting titles from Capcom, SNK and others — 
|| doing a better job of 2D than the PlayStation 
and making it worth collecting if you're a 
|| fighting game fan and can’t live without a 
|| daily dose of Hadouken! The Saturn is a finely 
|| balanced mix of the exotic, the versatile and 
|| the sexy. 


Where to get it? 


|| Forget the markets, forget the Salvo’s and 
forget garage sales. If you want delicious 
|| Satum treats you're going to have to get busy 
|| with your online searching. There are a wide 
variety of Saturn models, but all of them are 
fairly rare to find outside of online 
auctions or dedicated 
collector forums, 
© especially if you 
tart branching out 
into variants like the 
Japanese Saturns. 


Ina silent ode to 
_ Geekism, the Japanese 
Saturn variant is suitably 
pale & pasty. 


Within Australia you’re most likely to come 
across the more-common MK-08200-03 | 
model with its oval power/reset buttons and 
green access LED, but even they don’t grow 
on trees. Games seem to be pretty thin on the 
ground too. You might find a few sports titles | | 
out and about at markets or garage sales, but 
to amass any kind of decent collection you'll 
once again be heading online. The games — 
being CD media — are usually bought sold | 
and traded with their boxes intact, but due to | | 
being a weird plastic and cardboard composite | 
they're often in shoddy condition or falling apart. 


What will it cost? 


The Saturn is an interesting blend of cheap 
hardware but expensive games. While you 
can pick up a Saturn base unit with controllers 
for around the $40 mark, the games usually 
start at $25 and climb up from there (probably 
because even popular titles had a relatively low | 
production run thanks to a smaller user base). 
A boxed Saturn can set you back around the 
$70 to $100 mark, but thanks to a steady 
stream of Japanese Saturn units (complete in 
box) popping up on eBay, the prices are likely 
to stay at the affordable end for a while if you 
don’t count shipping. 

Familiar titles like Sega Rally and Virtua 
Cop can be found for $20-25, while there are 
the occasional mega-rare titles like Panzer 
Dragoon Saga that can fetch upwards of $200. | 
Thanks to Saturn games usually coming with | 
their original box you can rapidly build up an 
impressive-liprary without any loose CDs. 


Caring for it 

The Satur is a black brick of unwavering 
plastic and very little seems to go wrong with 
it. Well, except that more often than not, the 
backup battery has a tendency io be flat or | | 
faulty after so much time, so your Saturn may 
boot to a ‘select language and time’ screen 
at start-up. Not to worry, there are a glut of 
guides online like this one — http://tinyurl. 
com/3wvtwiz — detailing how to replace the 
battery with a minimum of fuss. 
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consoles, abandoned platform loyalty to enjoy 
the clearly superior PlayStation platform. In short 
everyone bought a PlayStation, while Saturn and 
to a lesser degree N64 appealed mainly to core 
supporters of those brands whose faith was built 
upon the success of previous generations. An 
intense and innovative advertising campaign by 
Sony won legions over, and gave the platform a 
‘cool’ image from the very beginning. 

PlayStation also had a 1 year early start on the 
N64, which gave it a clear advantage, while an 
unexpectedly early launch for the Saturn caught 
developers and retailers off guard, causing many 
to become mad about being caught unprepared, 
and they refused to support it. 

The 32-bit era also heralded another battle 

— that of storage formats. It was the space a 
CD offered versus the speed of a cart. Fierce 
debate raged, but bit by bit the balance swung 
to the CD. Games were able to feature long 
and lavish cut-scenes and cinematics, which 
were embraced by both developers and gamers 
alike. There’s no more stark example than Final 
Fantasy VII, which was originally intended for the 
N64 by Square Enix - as had been every other 
FF game. Frustrated by the limitations of the 
cart to tell its sweeping cinematic story, Square 
jumped ship and the game became a killer app 
for the PlayStation. The trend was irreversible. 


War rages on 

Serious lessons were learned by all. Sega 

and Nintendo embraced the CD for their next 
machines; the Dreamcast and GameCube; while 
Sony built upon its foundations to deliver the all- 
conquering PS2. We now also know that nothing 
is ever assured. Today, Microsoft now dominates 
for exactly the same reasons that Sony won the 
32-bit wars. Sega couldn't keep up and gave 

up the hardware fight, while Nintendo continues 
with sub-spec hardware, soaking up what's left 
of the non-hardcore market that hasn't gone the 
way of the Xbox, while dominating the charts 
with its own games. 

Now, the cycle between new consoles is 
longer than ever, and only now are whisperings 
about the next generation emerging. We miss 
the old fights: from a hardware perspective 
nothing will ever match the leapfrogging 
advances of earlier generations, though who 
knows what surprises the future holds... (& 
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Hardware section this month. 


NEWS, REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


t's a slightly smaller, yet no less perfectly formed — mechanical keyboard, and much more. 


We also have a tidy little roundup of tidy 


HARDCORE 


It's an eclectic one, too, what with everything little cases. We're looking at Micro-ATX sized 

from a new budget board from GIGABYTE, an chassis this issue, so whether you're looking for CO N T F N TS 

overclocked and higher-binned video card from something for a hefty HTPC or a mobile LAN 

Gainward (which you can even win, by the way, rig, this is the Head2Head for you. Hell, you 

meaning you could - if you're very clever - clone can fit a lot of power in these cases, so why not MOTHERBOARDS 

your own Vito from it!) and a mouse, a sexy streamline your main rig?!. GIGABYTE Z68X UD3 34 
VIDEO CARDS 
Gainward GTX 570 35 
PERIPHERALS 
Razer Mamba mouse 36 
Rockit Speakers 36 
Crucial M4 SSD 38 
Mionix Zibal Keyboard 38 
CASES 
Fractal Design Arc case 38 
BitFenix Merc Case 4] 
LAPTOPS 
Toshiba Qosmio 4] 
HEAD 2 HEAD 
Micro-AT X cases 44 
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HOW WE TEST | aigseis 


| W: do a lot of testing in our labs, and we look long and hard at every piece 

| of hardware to determine whether or not it passes muster. From taking a 
new card out of its packaging, to bundled extras, to performance, every facet 

| of a given piece of kit’s ‘user experience’ is under scrutiny. 

In some instances, we have tough benchmarks to help us rate gear. For a CPU 
or a graphics card, raw performance is, of course, the most vital stat as whether it 
stinks or smells like roses, as well as the ability to overclock well. But there are other 
things we pay attention to in the review process. 

Value for money is an important consideration, especially in the current 
financial climate. High end gear is expensive enough as it is, so we look for 
good bundles. For instance, a graphics card that comes with a game or two, 
all the cabling you'll need, and little surprises like tools and other bumpf will 
score higher than a card that costs similar, but doesn’t give you any presents. 

Build quality is another thing we rate. From a PC case to a motherboard, we 
like our hardware well-made and capable of a taking a bit of punishment. We 
also like any included manuals to be clear and concise. 

A lot of what we look for can be hard to put into numbers, we admit, but we 
try to think about what any enthusiast would think about their new gear after 
laying down money for it, installing it, and then using it. 

And our benchmarks help, too. We've picked a suite of games and 
applications that anyone can get access too, so that you — the reader — can 
easily compare your own gear with the kit we have in each issue. In fact, we'd 
recommend to all our readers that they run all of these tests on their systems 
and save the results, so you can always have a familiar benchmark of your 
own to compare to the latest gear in Atomic. 


Our shiny Alienware-powered Gaming Lab, where we | 
do most of our game reviewing and peipheral testing. | 
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CPU Benchmarks: | 


Hexus PiFast 

http://pifast.hexus.net/pifast.php 

PiFast is a program that essentially calculates pi to a set amount 
of decimal places. It is a single-threaded application (one core/ 
hread) and we run it at ten million places (10, 000, 000) using the 
Chudnovsky method, in the standard mode with no compression, 
and a FFT length of 1024kb. The program is free, so grab it and 
run it on your CPU. Memory bandwicth plays a significant role in 
the final performance of this program, so be sure you bump up 
the frequency as well as the CPU clock! 


_ wbPrime 
http://www.wprime.net/ 

“wPrime uses a recursive call of Newton's method for estimating 
functions”, says the website as it attempts to explain in plain 
English what it does. What it does do is, essentially, complex 
square rooting and other number functions, which are able to be 
split up evenly between multiple cores, or simply run on a single 
core. We use wPrime 32M in both single and multi-threaded runs. 
The results of the single run are divided by the results of the multi 
run, and this gives us the efficiency of the CPU being tested — very 
useful knowledge to have when comparing chips and evaluating 
the benefits of overclocking. 


GPU Benchmarks: | 


Crysis 

http://www.ea.com/crysis/ 

Crysis is one of those games that can scale from Average Joe’s 
rig all the way to the beastly Dream PC in Kitlog; but due to recent 
graphics card releases we needed to bump it up a notch. Our 
testing now uses a standardised timedemo run, with all settings 
on high at a resolution of 2560 x 1600. While we can’t run any 
antialiasing at this res and still get playable framerates on most 
cards, it’s still more than enough to really give cards the workout 
they truly deserve. 


Lost Planet 2 

http://www.lostplanet2game.com/ 

Lost Planet 2 from CAPCOM may not have been a big seller, but 
its technology is a great implementation of DirectX 11 in version 
2.0 of Capcom's existing MT-Framework game engine. It forms 
part of the atomic benchmarking suite due to its use of tessellation 
and other features in an actual game setting. Our tests use the 
freely available benchmark version of Lost Planet 2 and are run 
fullscreen at 1920 x 1200 with 8x antialiasing and 8x anisotropic 
filtering. Tessellation is set to Maximum and all the other settings 
cranked right up. Results are given in frames per second. 
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Cinebench R10 x64 


http://www.maxon.net/pages/download/cinebench_e.html 
Cinebench is a stalwart benchmark, and is one of the more 
entertaining ones to watch. It focuses on rendering an image at 

800 x 600 resolution, complete with ray-traced light effects and 
much more. It can be run in either singlethreaded or multithreaded 
mode, and efficiency is calculated the same way as for wPrime. The 
program also supports up to 16 threads in total, and even eight 
threads with Nehalem is an impressive sight to see. The difference 
in performance between 32- and 64-bit is minimal — just keep that 
in mind if your results for the same setup are slightly different. 


Everest Ultimate Edition 
http://www.lavalys.com/ 

Everest is a system information tool that monitors voltage, 
temperature, as well as reporting on a massive list of other areas of 
your system. Hardware and software are noted here, but perhaps 
the most useful part of this program is the memory benchmarks. 
Ready for the fastest of dual/tri-channel memory, this tests the read 
and write bandwidth as well as latency. The program is a small 
download, but keep in mind that you only get a thirty day trial until 
you purchase the full version - something recommended if you’re 
into getting the most info about what your tech is up to. 


Unigine Heaven 2.1 
http://unigine.com/products/heaven/ 

A synthetic benchmark built specifically to harness the latest and 
most demanding features of DirectX 11, Heaven is one of the best 
ways to test a card’s tessellation capabilities. With a built-in timed 
run around a fully realised world, this benchmark taxes cards 
significantly and puts them under serious stresses. We test at a 
resolution of 1920 x 1200 using 8x MSAA and 8x AF, completing 
two runs of the built-in benchmark. The first run is with tessellation 
set to ‘extreme’; the other ‘none’. This highlights how well the 
cards can handle DirectX11 features and what they'll be like in a 
game that doesn’t use the effect. 


3D Mark Tl 

http://www.3dmark.com/3dmark11/ 

It really wasn’t that long ago that we were introducing readers 
to 3DMark Vantage, but the relentless pace of hardware creep 
has led to a whole new benchmark, 3DMark11. Designed to 
measure a PC’s gaming performance this latest version makes 
extensive use of all the new features in DirectX 11 including 
tessellation, compute shaders and multi-threading. We test 
using the Extreme preset, which runs at 1920 x 1080(p); this 
is designed to push even high-end systems, so we feel it’s 
indicative of exactly the loads Atomicans expect from their 
gaming rigs. 
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HARDWARE 


MOTHERBOARD 


GIGABYTE GA-Z68XP-UD3 


Ready for a boost? 


Street Price $155 Supplier GIGABYTE 
Website www.gigabyte.com.au 


Specifications Socket 1155; Z68 chipset; ATX form 
factor; 2 x PCI-e x16 (1 x 16x, 1x 8x electrically); 2 x PCI-e 
1x; 2 x PCI; 4 x SATA2, 4 x SATA3; DDR3-2133 


Ss“ state is a big selling point in the 
current computing market. Motherboard 


manufacturers are known to flaunt the inclusion of 


solid state capacitors (to the applause of bloated 
and blown cap victims, no doubt), while solid 
state drives are making a sizable splash when 

it comes to storage. So what happens when 
you combine the two into the one product? You 
get something like this - an MSATA equipped 
motherboard where an SSD can be directly 
connected, flush with the board surface. It’s a 
crazy mutation which requires the type of SSD 
you'll typically obtain from purchasing a fancy 
Ultrabook. So why have an SSD connected 
directly to the motherboard itself? Why, Smart 
Response, of course! 

The Z68 chipset allows for the combined 
operation of SSDs and HDDs via Smart 
Response Technology (SRT). This leverages the 
fast access, write, and read speeds of SSDs 
whilst maintaining the cheap storage of traditional 
HDDs. The way this works is by caching 
frequently accessed data to the SSD for quick 
retrieval. Intel’s Rapid Storage driver does all the 
heavy lifting, slowly learning what to cache to 
achieve optimal performance for a given users 
behaviours. Intel isn’t the first to implement this; 
most users will probably recall the Windows 
ReadyBoost feature in Vista, which made use of 
spare thumb drives. 

Although SRT isn’t technically implemented 
in hardware, only the Z68 chip can make use of 
it. GIGABYTE went further to add an mSATA slot, 
but this is a convenience feature rather than a 
necessity (a standard SATA SSD drive will do just 
as nicely). In fact, using the MSATA slot disables 
one of the standard SATA ports, so it’s just a 
different form factor option. 


GIGABYTE GA-Z68XP-UD3 
Pe ntel2600K 


9-8-9-21-T1 
14.51s 


wPrime 32M - single thread 27.418 
wPrime 32M - multi-thread 

CineBench R10 64bit - single thread 
CineBench R10 64hit - multi-thread 


Everest Read 


8518 


22870MB/s 


Everest Write 25270MB/s 


Everest Latency 39ns 
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51x100.2; DDR3-1867; 


6.928s (3.96x efficiency) 


30109 (8.53x efficiency) 


Visually, this 
motherboard 
resembles 
the blue style of 
GIGABYTEs older 
products, with grey 
low profile heatsinks. We 
noticed a fair amount of 
looseness to the MOSFET heatsink which was a 
tad worrying, but this didn’t appear to affect our 
overclocking attempt. In fact, we were pleasantly 
surprised at how far we got! 

Several months of playing with Sandy Bridge 
based motherboards means there’s no mucking 
around when it comes to trying an overclock - we 
go straight to SGHz and work up. Disabling power 
saving, increasing the over current protection, 
and enabling PLL overvoltage tend to do the trick 
without much tweaking. 5.0GHz on the CPU at 
1.45v and level 7 LLC was what was required 
to maintain stability when running Prime95. We 
pushed on and achieved 5.1GHz with a smal 
bump to core voltage (1.47v), and then finally hit 
our maximum clock rate at 5.125GHz. Memory 
wise, we managed 1867MHz @ 9-8-9-21-T1. 

The Realtek ALC889 audio codec powers the 
7.1 channel output on the I/O panel, alongside 
an optical S/PDIF out connector, a combined 
PS/2 KB/M port, 8x USB2.0 and 2x USB 3.0 


50x100; DDR3-1867; 
9-9-9-24-T] 


40x100; DDR3- 
1867; 9-8-9-21-11 


18.36s 14.81s 
34.927s 28s 

8.8315 (3.96x) 7.098s (3.94x) 
6728 8268 

23918 (3.55x) 29564 (3.58x) 
21630MB/s 22689MB/s 
20616MB/s 24774MB/s 
41.1ns 39.4ns 


ports, a HDMI port 
(for integrated graphics), 
FireWire and a 1Gb/s LAN port. 
There's not much bundled with this 
board, apart from the usual manuals/drivers and 
SLI bridge. If you want an SSD as part of the 
package, the similarly named GA-Z68XP-UD3- 
iSSD provides just that. 

Using this motherboard for a benchmarking 
rig isn’t ideal. There’s no tweaking functionality, 
debugging displays, or even power buttons. 
Shorting pins is the way to go. That being said, 
this motherboard is clearly aimed at the budget 
market, even if it does do well in benchmarks. 

We're impressed with the overclock budget 
boards can achieve, particularly with this unique 
approach GIGABYTE have taken. CPU speed 
is often sufficient for most people with or without 
overclocking, so it’s nice to see GIGABYTE 
attempting to assist with alleviating the worst 
bottleneck in modern computing — the HDD. At 
the very least, if you have a spare mSATA drive 
lying around from a retired device, you can give it 
a second lease at life. © vc 


Performance 
Memory OC could 
be better. 


Bundle 
Bundle? What bundle? 


| ie) 
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Value 


Overall 


Anice bit of kit for a budget 
machine. 


GRAPHICS CARD 


GAINWARD GTX 5:70 cossicctexsomon 


But not as fast as a neutrino! 


Street Price $388 Supplier Gainward 

Website http://www.gainward.com/ 
Specifications 800MHz core; IOOOMHz memory 
(2000Mtz effective); GFIIO core; 480 unified shaders 
(CUDA cores); 1280MB GDDR3; 320-bit bus width; dual 
slot active cooling; 8-pin and 6-pin PCle power connection’ 
Card info http://www.techpowerup.com/gpuz/k9eur/ 


Ge’ may not have reached the same 
household name status like EVGA et al, 
but this shouldn't detract from the companies 
long history of producing GPUs. Gainward 

have been manufacturing GPUs for a whopping 
27 years, many of which have been Nvidia based. 
Given this, you'd expect that they've got the 
process down pat. With one of their trademark 
‘Golden Sample’ cards in our clutches, and the 
slang inspired title ‘Goes Like Hell’, we aim to see 
just how fast ‘hell’ really is. 

For the uninitiated, Golden Sample cards boast 
chips that have been factory overclocked and 
tested to boost performance out of the box. In 
this case we're treated to a modest 68MHz boost 
on the core, and 50MHz on the memory. These 
cards are binned higher to ensure greater stability 
at higher clocks, with lower voltages. 

The cooler is a custom dual-slot dual-fan 
design which is welcome on an overclocked card 
where temperatures quickly become unwieldy, 
and traditional fans get insanely loud. The dual 
fans are PWM controlled and reasonably silent 
from a short distance (at least, when idle). When 
we ramped up the card in OCCT, we experienced 
some aggression in the form of plenty of noise, 
but the temperatures remained safe. 

Overclocking went without a hitch. Afterburner 
played nice with the card (we love it when that 
happens), so there was no need to go digging 
online for obscure tweaking tools. Since we were 
feeling particularly lucky, we set the core clock 


rate to 950MHz 
and the voltage to the 
maximum allowable 1.1v. 
It turns out we were a little 
too ambitious, as indicated by 
Windows informing us that Nvidia’s drivers had 
crashed, and were restarted for our convenience. 
We toned down the clock rate to 925MHz and 
retested. Although we were able to run though 
Lost Planet 2 without artifacting or crashes, OCCT 
told another tale with white spots popping up all 
over the screen within seconds. It wasn’t until 
we lowered the clock rate to 900OMHz that the 
instability issues passed, and we were able to 
run OCCT for 30 minutes without error. We also 
managed to successfully boost the memory clock 
to 1050Mz. 
Judging by the rapid whir of the fans, we think 
it's be safe to say that if the GTX 570 wasn’t 


‘going like hell’ when we first installed it, it sure as 


heck was doing so now! With the fans set to auto 
and OCCT churning through a full screen stress 


Gainward GTX 570 Goes Like Hell Edition Ambient readings 


Idle: 50.6 dBA 
Idle: 32°C 


Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess — 30.5 


Gainward GTX 570 Goes Like Hell Edition Synthetic Benchmarks 


Load: 74.5 dBA 
Load: 81°C 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -48.7 


3DMark 11 = X2142 


Gainward GTX 570 Goes Like Hell Edition Gaming Benchmarks 
Avg - 57.06 


Min = 41.59 


atemic 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 


Frames per second 


test, we measured 81c and 
74.5cB. It even blocked out the noisy 
clattering of mechanical keyboards in the 
next room (and that’s no mean feat!) 

A ccustom card need not have custom ports. 
The standard GTX 570 connectivity applies here, 
which includes a HDMI, DisplayPort and two 
DVI-D ports. A DVI to VGA connector is included 
if you're still sporting an archaic monitor, and if 
your PSU is lacking sufficient power connections, 
a molex to 6-pin power connector is provided too. 

We're quite happy with the performance of 
this card. The 13% overclock above the factory 
overclock gives a welcome boost to performance, 
lessening the gap between it and the GTX 580 
cards a tier above it. The Gainward GTX 570 GLH 
edition card demands a $50 premium over a 
standard GTX 570, which would be a fair ask for 
acard which offers an effective revamped cooling 
system, but this same cooler is available on their 
cheaper cards, so it’s a matter of weighing up 
whether $50 is worth a factory overclock (and the 
possible prospect of having a higher binned chip). 
For most people, we suspect not. 

Despite the price premium, the card sits well 
below the cost of the GTX 580, and can definitely 
hold its own when it comes to pushing out 
frames. (2) VC 


Performance 
Nice and swift. 


Bundle 
Just a DVI/VGA and 
power adapter. 


Value 
Bang fo! buck. 


Overall 
Fair performance, slightly overpriced: 


HARDWARE | 


Razer Mamba 20. 


Can Razer get it right this time? 


Street Price $180 Supplier Razer 
Website au.razerzone.com 


Specifications 6400dpi 4G Dual Sensor System; Dual 
mode wired /wireless functionality; IOOOHz Ultrapolling 
/Ims response time; Multi-Color Lighting; Up to 200 
inches per second* /50g acceleration. 


[' you're worried about seeing a second review 
of the Mamba mouse we looked at way back 
in September 2009 (www.atomicmpc.com. 
au/?155498), you can relax because it isn’t, and 
you really should find more important things to 
worry about. This new Mamba is more or less 
identical on the outside, but inside it features a 
shiny new tracking mechanism that Razer claims 
offers a “a new standard of gaming precision”. 

To that we say ‘Bullshit’. 

Okay, that’s remarkably harsh, and we really 
do have to point out once again that of all the 
hardware we review, mice are the single most 
subjective items to compare. It goes without 
saying that differing hand sizes, gaming styles 
and even surfaces can all affect the way a mouse 
performs for an individual user. And for this 
individual user, the new Mamba just doesn’t cut 
it, even compared to its previous incarnation. 

The new tracking mechanism is a dual 


y MOUSE / SPEAKER 


sensor jobbie that 
combines both a 
laser and an optical 
sensor. It sounds great 
on paper, but in practice 
the Mamba feels imprecise. There’s a touch 
of wobble to the cursor during small movements 
in games that can drastically throw off your aim. 
The dual sensor delivers excellent stability when 
picked up, however, leaving the cursor/reticule 
exactly where you left it. The sensor also tracks 
the surface you're on, and calibrates accordingly. 

That's good, but we still can’t aim with it. 

As we said, the rest of the Mamba matches 
its forebearer quite closely. There’s new lighting 
flourishes, and you can even fiddle with the 
settings for lift cut-off. It's as comfy as ever, and 
certainly didn’t leave us cramping up. The feet 
are smooth and well-placed, ensuring smooth 
movements on just about any surface. 

Sadly the wired solution, for when your 
batteries inevitably fail in the middle of pwning 
campers, is still an awkward affair that requires 
you to unclip the cable from the base charging 
station and clip it onto the mouse. That said, 
battery life has been improved. 

We could see this being a great mouse for 


any gaming other than precision shooting - like 
MMOs - but the price tag makes it a tough sell. 
The bodge of wireless-to-wired mousing is ill- 
thought, and the premium price-tag simply isn’t 
matched by premium performance. Essential 

if you’re a Razer fanboy, but otherwise there's 
better and cheaper. (=) DH 


Overall 
Mixed design, poor performance. 


Rock-it 2.0 


Good vibrations give us excitations. 


Street Price $49.95 Supplier Pagnian Imports 
Website www.pagnianimports.com.au 


Specifications USB or 2xAAA powered, 
headphone jack connector. 


Ow do some clever stuff. The 
company sells a fold-flat stereo speaker 
set made from recycled cardboard that’s been 
quite a hit, as an example. The cleverness is at 
its mightiest, though, with the Rock-it 2.0. It’s 

a battery or USB powered speaker without an 
actual speaker. The magic comes in with a very 
small driver which you stick, via its sticky surface, 
to pretty much any object, turning whatever it is 
into a speaker cavity or surface. 

The company recommends large hollow 
objects, like empty juice bottles, for the best 
results. When | received the review unit | 
connected it to a laptop and started playing 
music; on its own the driver emits a quiet fuzzy 
vibration noise, and not much else. | got up to go 
searching the house and collect various items to 
test, and the thing rolled off my lap and onto my 
leather lounge — instantly the room was filled with 
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music! My couch was a speaker. Not HiFi, but 
good and loud. Any lack of fidelity is more than 
made up for by the fun of it all. | was giggling. It 
brought me happiness. This was a novelty that 
wasn't looking like wearing off anytime soon. 

Various objects resulted in differing fidelity and 
volume, though my big couch cushion proved 
best in the end. 

| tested it ever so briefly on the back of the 
laptop screen. The sound was extra-good but 
computers ought not be subject to prolonged 
vibration, common sense tells me. Speaking 
of laptops, tablets or even smartphones -— this 
thing's fab for watching your TV shows and 
movies, and will be a guaranteed improvement 
on the built-in speakers. 

You can buy some very small speakers for 
your portable device, but there are none smaller 


ROCK-IT 


than this, and the nearest we've tested are twice 
the size and offer only fractionally better sound. 
It'd be smaller still, were the 90% of its size 
dedicated to the hollow battery compartment 
somehow done away with for folks who would 
only use this with a USB device. A detachable 
battery pack would make it perfect. © BM 


Overall 
A tricky idea that actually 


Crucial M4 SSD 256GB 


Sata 6Gbps and no Sandforce controller in sight 


Street Price $459 Supplier Crucial 
Website www.crucial.com 


Specifications Micron MLC flash, Marvell controller chip, 
SATA 6Gbps connection, 256GB capacity 


O- recent months we’ve seen an 
explosion in the number of SATA 6Gbps 
SSDs on the market. Pretty much all of this 
has been down to Sandforce and its 2281 
controller chip, which powers most of the 
models out there. 

Crucial is one of the few companies that 
hasn't gone all Sandforce crazy, instead its M4 
series of SSDs has arrived with a chip from 
Marvell at the helm. This is paired with flash chips 
from parent company Micron to create a drive 
that is more analogous to those coming from 
Intel than it is the Sandforce-based models. 

Our review sample is a 256GB variant of the 
M4, which stands out by being a bit cheaper 
per gigabyte than competing Sandforce models. 
This is important, because when it comes down 
to raw numbers the Crucial M4 just doesn’t quite 
manage Sandforce 2281 levels of speed, even 
though it still manages to outperform equivalent 
SATA 3Gbps models. 


Mionix Zibal 60 


A great gaming keyboard from Mionix. 


Street Price $150 Supplier Anyware 
Website www.mionix.net 


Specifications Cherry MX black linear mechanical switch; 
60gm activation force; 2mm responsiveness (4mm travel to 
bottom); 1.55m cable; 2x USB2, audio jacks. 


We: starting to see a lot more Mionix 
products come our way, and so far, 
we've been pretty impressed. Sure, things like 
mousemats are never going to make or break 
a company, but a good keyboard on the other 
hand... that’s something else. The oddly-named 
Zibal is, in many ways a throwback to older, 
simpler times, and we mean that in the best 
possible way. 

lf you can picture the days of classic 
Honeywell mechanical keyboards, then you'll 
be able to picture the look and feel of the Zibal. 
It's pretty much one of those old beige models 
that people as old as me really miss, but dolled 
up for the modern gaming masses. With a 
backlit keyboard, media keys and a wealth of 
connections, it’s pretty much a Honeywell on 
combat-grade amphetamines. It really does look 
that old fashioned in terms of shape and design, 
but with the bells and whistles. 

So, there's the lighting. Cleverly, Mionix has 
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SSD / KEYBOARD 


We'll get to the specific 
results in a minute, but this is 
a useful point to expand on. 
As SSDs become increasingly 
less varied in their hardware these 
little differences begin to become 
more and more important. Compared 
to the bottleneck that is a mechanical 
hard drive even the slowest SSDs are 
demonstrably better. So even though a product 
isn’t capable of hitting spectacular numbers like 
those seen from an OCZ Vertex 3 for example 
doesn't mean it should be discounted (even OCZ 
has lower speed SATA 6Gbps solutions). 

In our AS SSD benchmarks we saw the 
Crucial M4 achieving 414.1 MB/s writes and 
235.67 reads in the sequential test. These 
burst speeds were slightly below those seen on 
SandForce drives but still more than capable. Of 
more interest were the 4K-64Thrd tests, where 
we saw reads of 156.04 MB/s and writes of 
213.44 MB/s. These speeds were noticeably 
slower than the SandForce 2281 drives - 
Kingston's HyperX drive read at 213.57 MB/s 
and wrote at 227.99 for example. 

Crucial’s M4 doesn’t compete with the fastest 


SSDs on the market, but it comes 

close and is cheaper. Considering the 
benefits seen going with any kind of SSD are 
huge, then it is a more tempting product than 
it first sounds. The M4 isn’t the best, but it’s a 
damn decent offering. (2) JG 


Overall 
Not the fastest SSD out there, 


replaced 
the all-too- 
often deadly 
Windows key 
with, basically, a 
dedicated function 
key that lets you 
choose lighting modes 
and levels. You can light 
all the keys, none of the 
keys, or just the WASD keys. 
If you know someone who has no idea what 
WASD is, this might be handy, but otherwise, 
it's a bit naff. If you can’t find the most basic 
keys in PC gaming, we weep for you. On the 
other hand, the two-port USB hub and audio 
connectors are dead handy, and the massive 
cloth-wrapped cable that feed it all into your PC 
is an elegant touch. 

It's also a pleasure to use. The MX 
Black Cherry switched deliver remarkable 
responsiveness, and are heavy enough to make 
anything but the heaviest of mis-keys a thing of 
the past. The feel is smooth, lacking the click of 
the recent Razer BlackWidow, but also slightly 
smoother and heavier. li’s a pleasure to type on, 
too. The only real letdown is that it’s expensive, 


and after getting so used to the smaller footprint 
of our beloved Sidewinder, the Zibal is hard 

to really get used to, but we suspect it would 
reward the effort. 

If it were cheaper, it would be close to a 
perfect mechanical option, but the lower-end 
BlackWidow will save you at least $50. Hard to 
argue with that. (©) DH 


Overall 
Great to use, hard to justify buying. 
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Fractal Design Arc 


A well-designed, minimal case from Fractal Design. 


rice $140 Supplier Anyware 

www. fractal-design.com 
Specifications 230 x 460 x 515mm (W x Dx H); 10kg; 7+1 
expansion slots; 8x 3.5in drive bays, 2x 5.25in drive bays; 
1x 140mm fan (front), 1x 140mm fan (top), 1x 440mm fan 
(rear); 2x USB2, 1x USB3, audio; steel and plastic. 


T here are two companies at the moment 
who are really giving the more defined and 
well-known case makers like Antec a serious 
run for their money. One's BitFenix, who we've 
recently started seriously falling for, but another 
new love of ours is anything with the Fractal 
Design moniker. In fact, between the two of 
them, they've recently released nearly a half 
dozen new cases onto the market, ranging from 
expensive and super-silent beasts to some of 
best budget gear we've seen. 

The Arc midi tower isn’t quite in either camp. 
It's pretty much lower mid-range, a little more 
upgunned than your average budget case, 
but not nearly as fancy as a mid-range gaming 
box. The admittedly minimal design is quite 
an interesting move; the Arc is almost Fractal 
Design's answer to the high airflow cases of 
Coolermaster, but without the aggressive styling. 

In fact, it’s positively laid back and almost 
old-school in its simplicity. Fractal’s made pretty 
much the entire front and top surfaces into mesh 
fan mounts, backed up by filter material to keep 
dust and small, possibly dead animals out of 
your precious PC innards. The side panels are 
similarly plain, except for a fan mount on the 
left-hand panel, and the rear is broken up only by 
the contrasting white expansion brackets. In fact, 
if you ignored the Fractal Design logo etched into 


es 
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the somewhat cheap 
plastic finish of the 
front fascia, you could 
almost mistake this for 
a Lian Li design! 

Those two mesh 
panels conceal a 
single 140mm fan 
each, and there's 
a third one on the 
rear panel. However, 
there’s room for five 
more fans to be added 
to the case, and the 
case even comes 
with a slot for an 
included fan controller 
mount alongside the 
expansion slots at the 
case's rear. With mesh 
inserts also on the 
case's bottom panel, 
the Arc’s got a lot 
going for it for anyone 
looking for a clean, yet 
breezy case. 

The interior is well designed and pretty clean, 
as you'd expect of any case with seriously cool 
ambitions. The HDD bays mount pointing out 
of the side of the case, and while they’re all 
secured by a single thumb-screw, are inherently 
tool-less with a pinch-grip mechanism. They also 
feature rubber-grommeted mounts that can fit 
both a standard HDD or an SSD in every one 
of the eight bays. Even neater, the lower bay 
can be removed to fit in video cards longer than 


290mm, or to improve airflow even further. 

There's also a lot of clearance behind the 
mobo plate, which — along with rubber coated 
cable runs — makes this a great choice for a neat 
cable job; this too helps airflow, so the Arc has 
been very well thought out. 

About the only bad thing we can say about this 
case is that it's on the heaw side, thanks to a lot of 
solid steel construction. Other than that, though, if 
you want a minimally designed case with excellent 
cooling, the Arc’s on the ball. ( 


Build (= 
Sturdy and well made, { jy 4 
if a little heavy. oso 


Value Cf A 
Great stuff for the cost. Sem | q | | 


Cooling 
Good fan choices, plus | 
solid filterin panies 


A great option for the 


cooling inclined: 
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LIVE, and the Xbox logos are trademarks of the Microsoft group of companies, and “Games for Windows” and the Windows Start button logo are used under license from Microsoft. “<2”, “PlayStation”, “PS3” and “&!" are 
trademarks or registered trademarks of Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. “-_S- 53” is a trademark of the same company. All other trademarks and trade names are the property of their respective owners. All Rights Reserved. 


DEFINING A NEW AGE IN PC CASES... 


@ sSound-dampening Bitumen Lining 

20 ModuVent™ Design for customisable cooling 
© Hold up to 8 Hard Disk Drives! 

4) Built-in smart cable management 


© A total of 7 case fan slots for airflow and cooling 


“Tf you’re looking to make a quiet, stylish pc then we cant think of a 
better case to do it in.” 


- Paul Goodhead, bit-tech.net 


A stylish, minimalist design -.the ARC Mid Tower 
provides USB 3.0 support on its front panel, easy 
cable management, with up to 8 hard drive bays 


and plenty of cooling options, the ARC Mid Towe 
is your next case of choice! 


The Home of Computer Accessories 


Exclusive Distributor for Australia 
PH: 1300 269 927 


Anyware is a wholesaler and does not sell 
direct to’ public. The above products can be 
purchased from most independent computer 
dealers throughout Australia. 


” Call the number above for your néarest reseller. 


PC CASE. GEAR 


pccasegear.com 


SCORPION TECHNOLOGY 
scorptec.com.au 

MSY TECHNOLOGY 
msy.com.au 

MLN au 


Cr mau 


pgocowpuTens PAE COMPUTER BATS cPUTES 
MWAVE AUSTIN COMPUTERS PRINCIPAL COMPUTERS 
mwave.com.au austin.net.au principalcomputers.com.au 


WK INTERNATIONAL 
Ijk.com-au 

ORANGE IT 
orangelt.com.au 


AUSPCMARKET 


auspcmarket.com.au 


UMART ONLINE 


umart.com.au 


COMPUTER ALLIAN( 


computeralliance:co 


GAMEDUDE COMPU" 


game e.com.au 


Available at these great resellers all across the count 


a === intake fans installed in the 


CASE WOLGISMVNsi= 


BitFenix Merc Alpha 


It’s pretty cheap, but for all that still a solid choice for those 
on a tight budget. Just watch the heat... 


bay for anyone who really still 
cares. There's a small strip 


Street Price $69 Supplier Altech | 
Website www.bitfenix.com | 


Specifications 439x190 x 490mm (H x Wx D); 7x | of mesh along the bottom 
expansion slots; 3x 5.25in drive bays, 7x 3.5in drive bays, Ix | that's as much an aesthetic 
2.5in drive bays; 1x 120mm fan (rear); 4x USB2, 1x Audio; choice as a cooling one, 

up to ATX form factor; steel and plastic construction. | especially as there are no 


front panel. Actually, there 
| f the Merc Alpha (and we really dig the name, are a no intake fans at all, 


too — very clever) were beige, we’d almost and only one exhaust fan. 
think we’d somehow travelled back to the mid- For humble computing 
90s of computing. And we mean that inthe best efforts, it's not too much of 
possible way! an issue, but anything truly 


It's really quite refreshing to pick up and play Atomic will definitely need 
with a budget gaming case and not have it, well, to take advantage of the 
suck. Too often, case makers, when they aim to generous fan mounts the 
make a cheap case, forget all about the cheerful case boasts. 
half of that popular phrase. No so BitFenix, who There's basic lO 
have delivered a stripped back, no nonsense options and power 
offering that simply does what it says on the tin. controls along the top 

1 fascia, and a simple 
Smoothing rough corners car piate complete with 
We normally start talking about a case in an out old-fashioned punch-out 
of the box sense, but for the Alpha, it was pretty expansion plates. Solid 


obvious this was a stripped back experience metal thumbscrews secure the side-panels, 
when we actually tried to unbox it. It’s light, you too proving that you can make a budget case there’s almost nothing in the way of serious 
see; so light that our usual method of tipping a without using cheap plastic screws. The interior... cable-management going on apart from some 


box upside down and removing it like you would ~~ well, it’s not much to write home about, but the un-grommetted cut-outs that lead to the merest 
a mould from jelly just didn’t work. It just hungin __ thing we really love here is that BitFenix has not hint of space behind the motherboard tray, 


there, defying gravity, spider-like. tried to shoehorn ineffective tool-less options. but oddly... we don’t mind. Compared to last 
Once we did remove the thing — and it is Every drive bay and expansion slot relies upon month's Helios, not only is the Alpha cheaper 
seriously light — it’s actually one of the most simple screws; that’s something we wish some and far less pretentious, it’s actually a far better 
refreshing cases we've seen in a long time. high-end cases would do, and it’s infinitely better case. For the money, this is a near perfect case 
From the exterior it’s, well, pretty plain, but than trying to look the part with flimsy restraining _ for the first-time builder or even if you want a 
by no means ugly. A slightly curved front fascia systems that are actually a danger to hardware. case that you can mess about with for a few 
holds the ODD bays and an ever-hopeful 3.5in The lack of cooling is a problem, and modding projects. Well done, BitFenix, for not 
pretending the Merc isn’t more concerned about 
money than anything else. (>) DH 


Build = iy 
Well made and solid. © oy Tt | 
Value = £6 
It would be hard to = ‘| | 


get cheaper. 


Cooling ; 
The only low point. 


Great for budget builders, cooling 
notwithstanding. 
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NOTEBOOK 


Toshiba Qosmio X7/0/O0X 


All out of red paint. 


Street Price $2125 Supplier Toshiba 
Website http://www.mytoshiba.com.au/ 


Specifications Intel Core i7 2630QM (2-2.9GHz, 6MB); 
2x 4GB DDR3 1333MHz; SOOGB + 750GB 7200RPM 
HDD; Blu-Ray writer; Nvidia Geforce GTX 560M; 17.3” LCD 
(1920x1080); 802.11b/g/n; Windows 7 Home Premium 
x64; Nvidia 3D Vision Kit 


T he 3D display gaming revolution has yet 

to take off. We've had the technology for 
what feels like forever, but the mixture of cost of 
equipment, competing technologies (active or 
passive glasses, glasses et al?), and the fact that 
the only viable solutions involve wearing glasses 
that'll fend off the opposite sex within a five mile 
radius, reduces the appeal. So, Toshiba went 
and made it portable! Now you can game 
without the risk of people looking over 

your shoulder! If the glasses don’t ward 
them off, then the blurry screen will soon 
have them walking away wondering whether 
they should match your prescription. 

In all seriousness, we're impressed that the 
X770/00X offers the 3D option while remaining 
cost effective. It does come at the price of 
reduced performance when enabled, but this 
is to be expected given that double the frames 
must be rendered to achieve the 3D illusion. 

The Qosmio range makes an interesting 
attempt at attracting users with its quirky design 
sense. For instance, the red strip of spray paint 
along the hinged edge of the display looks as if 
there were budget cuts for bright paints over at 
Toshiba. It covers approximately a quarter of the 
build before blending back into the black plastic 
underneath. The plastic has a brushed metal 
look from a distance, but close up it’s closer to 
wood grain than anything else. Having said that, 
the quality of the plastic build is pleasantly solid, 
and it's clear that Toshiba has thought about 
function rather than merely attempting to beautify 
what is essentially a powerful but ugly beast. 

Prettiness aside, a gaming notebook needs 
to comply with gamer needs. This sounds 
obvious, but manufacturers slip up all the time. For 
instance, the trackpad on the Qosmio sits almost 
flush with the palm rest, which is what you want 


Qosmio X770/00X 


when your hands are in WASD configuration and 
leaning on the edge of the pad. On notebooks 
with a distinct lip, the edge starts to dig into your 
hand. The keys and capacitive buttons are all 

red LED backlit, so they won't pierce your eyes 
during late night gaming sessions. We'd like to 
see physical buttons over the capacitive ones, 
especially when the controls have a distinct delay 
when pressed, as is the case here. 

The gaming performance of the X770 
managed to edge ahead of the MSI GT680- 
O55AU we reviewed in August, despite having 
matching CPU/GPU specs. While the X770 isn’t 
anywhere near as powerful as an equivalently 
priced desktop machine, it can still do justice to 
modern games at reasonable settings. 

The speaker system in the Qosmio is 
manufactured by harman/kardon, and consists 
of two tweeters up near the hinges, and a 
subwoofer on the base. We're not quite sure 
why one would want a subwoofer on a laptop, 
but it’s there. We do wonder just how suitable 
they are on a HDD driven machine, given that 
vibrations affect performance. Nonetheless, they 
sound decent relative to the tinny units we’ve 


Crysis (min/avg/max) 3.11/17.48/20.55 


Lost Planet 2 20.7FPS 

3DMark 11 P1976/X640 
Unigine Heaven (Normal Tess.) 326/12.9FPS 
Unigine Heaven (No Tess.) 434/17.2FPS 


CineBenchRI0 64bit-singlethread | 4595 


CineBench R10 64bit - multi-thread 
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16943 (8.69x efficiency) 


~, come to expect from most notebooks. 

A desktop replacement of this calibre 
demands ports, and the X770 has plenty 
offer. VGAVHDMI-CEC ports are available, 
addition to 3 x USB 2.0, 1 x USB 3.0, an 
SDHC slot, and a 1Gb/s LAN port. 


notebook is in sleep mode. 

The included 500GB Seagate HDD is a 
hybrid drive, which features 4GB of flash 
memory for the purpose of caching. This 


Devices can be charged via USB while the 


is similar to SmartResponse Technology on Z68 
motherboards. The added snappiness is handy 
given the amount of bloatware which comes pre- 
installed, all competing for HDD access during 
start up. 

Considering the higher performance over the 
MSI GT680-O55AU at a lower price point, and 
superior build quality, the X770 is an attractive 
buy. However, with the unit weighing in at a 
plump 3.4kg, it’s not something you'll want to 
lug around. We've seen netbooks which weight 
less than the power brick, and given the claimed 
2.5h battery life, it'll probably have to tag along 


Performance 
Sturdy and well made, 
if a little heavy. 


Value a} 
Vision kit is awesome. | &™ 


Features 


A great option for the 


mobile inclined. 


= 
} Computers 

PC Market 

Intemational 

jaware Computers 02 9698 1593 r 
AVE 1300 727 446 1 
qbuy 02 9648 1818 


CT 


cipal Computers 02 6223 2477 principal 


nerston Computers 08 89325 366 


QLD 
Computer Alliance 07 3420 3200 
Game Dude 07 3387 1500 
IT & Support Direct 


Umart Online 07 3369 3928 


WA 


Austin Computers 08 9201 2788 
Netplus Computer 08-92427288 | 


PLE Computers 08 9309 4771 


vic 


au CentreCom 


Computers & Parts Land 
PC Case Gear 
Scorpion Technology 


TAS 
Taspro Computers 
Principal Computers 


1300 726770 : 


03 6424 1911 t 


03 6235 5010 


Allneeds Computers 08 8211 8661 
Getright Computers 08 8231 0622 
MATS Systems 08 8186 2110 


AUCKLAND 
Computer Lounge 09 368 4818 


u DTC 09 623 4988 


Playtech 09 415 1020 
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~ HARDWARE 


° 


Trim 


Antony Leather and 

Paul Goodhead prove it’s 

not the size of your Micro- 
ATX case that counts, it’s 

how you use it. 


make their home in a dreary office FC 
has changed over the past few years 
excellent motherboards such as the Asv 
Gigabyte GA-55M-UD2 proving that m 
capable as their full-sized ATX coun 
to build a powerful, overclocked PC 

You need more than just asm 
PG, though, and a micro-ATX case. 
factor were generally aimed at t 
manufacturers are now wising 
systems, and there are some: 
of which rival the best full-size 
With this in mind, we're throwin 
each other in a full-blown Heac 
together a luggable LAN PG 
up less room, these pages: 


HEAD 2 HEAD HARDWARE 


HARDWARE | 


The most important function of a case is to 

keep your hardware cool. Whether your system 
is low- or high-end, running at stock speed or 
overclocked, if your hardware overheats, or runs 
hot for long periods, stability issues can arise, 
and the lifespan of all your expensive gear can be 
drastically reduced. This is a problem if you use 
your PC for demanding tasks such as gaming, 
benchmarking or rendering, especially during the 
summer months. 

We now have specific hardware for testing 
micro-ATX cases to better represent the 
hardware used by many owners of these cases. 
This isn’t quite as high-end as the hardware we’d 
use in full-size cases for the simple reason that 
most micro-ATX cases have less airflow and are 
smaller. Our test kit includes a GeForce GTX 560 
Ti 1GB OC graphics card and a Core i7-875K 
CPU that has been overclocked to 3.4GHz using 
aveore of 1.305V and a CPU PLL of 1.9V. 

We used a Gelid Tranquillo CPU cooler with 


PSU Delta T 


SilverStone 
Fortress FTO3 


NZXT Vulcan 
(high speed) 


NZXT Vulcan 
(low speed) 


Lian LiPC-AO4 


Antec Mini P180 
(high speed) 


Antec Mini P180 
(low speed) 


Cooler Master 
Elite 343 


*Celcius (lower is better) 
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a Noctua NF-S12B ULN 120mm fan. The 
NF-S12B ULN is a low-airflow fan, which will 
highlight cases with poor cooling for the CPU. 
We also locked the fan speed on the graphics 
card to 50 per cent to prevent the automatic 
speed control interfering with the results. This 
proved fast enough to prevent the graphics card 
from overheating in low-performance cases, 
while giving better cases a chance to shine. 

We recorded CPU temperatures using Real 
Temp, noting the temperature of the hottest 
core, and used GPU-Z to log the temperature of 
the graphics card. Some cases made the PSU 
become quite warm, so we also recorded the 
temperature of the air inside the power supply 
using a thermal probe. 

Having recorded the ambient temperature in 
front of the main air intake of each case, we were 
then able to calculate the delta T — the difference 
between the ambient temperature and the 
temperature of the hardware. As the temperature 


GPU Delta T 


Lian LiPC-AO4 


SilverStone 
Fortress FTO3 


Antec Mini P180 
(high speed) 


NZXT Vulcan 
(high speed) 


Antec Mini PI80 
(low speed) 


NZXT Vulcan 
(low speed) 


Cooler Master 
Elite 343 


*Celcius (lower is better) 


of our Labs can fluctuate, this allows for small 
changes in ambient air temperature, which 
renders absolute temperature measurements of 
the hardware useless. 

To load the system, we used a combined 
test of the Unigine Heaven benchmark and the 
smallfft test in Prime95. We looped each test for a 
minimum of 30 minutes or until the temperatures 
plateaued, and recorded the highest temperature 
in the log files. The combined test represents 
a worst-case scenario with both the CPU and 
graphics card under sustained high load. 

The Overall score represents the delta T of 
both the CPU and graphics card in relation to 
the other cases on test. Also built into the score 
is a representation of the physical attributes of 
the case, with inclusions such as the number 
of fan mounts, fan filters, and fan control. Finally 
the design influences how well the case rates 
in terms of build quality and ease of use, while 
keeping the price of each product in mind. 


CPU Delta T 


SilverStone 
Fortress FTO3 


Antec Mini P180 
(high speed) 


NZXT Vulcan 
(high speed) 


Antec Mini P180 
(low speed) 


Lian Li PC-AO4 


NZXT Vulcan 
(low speed) 


Cooler Master 
Elite 343 


“Celcius (lower is better) 
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CoolerMaster Flite 343 


HEAD 2 HEAD 


HARDWARE 


It’s certainly cheap but your hardware will be anything but cheerful. 


Street Price $50 
Website http://tinyurl.com/CM343Case 


Specifications 183 x 446 x 357mm (W x Dx H); 4kg; 
4 expansion slots; 5x 3.5Sin internal drive bays, Ix 3.5in 

external drive bays, 2x 5.25in drive bays; 1x 120mm fan 
(front); 2x USB2, audio; steel and plastic. 


Despite costing just over $50, Cooler Master’s 
Elite 343 looks smart, and suggests a higher 
price tag. It’s made from steel and plastic, 

as opposed to the aluminium used in more 
expensive cases, and feels very sturdy. 

The front panel plays home to two external 
5.25in drive bays, a single 3.5in drive bay, and 
a chunky set of power and reset switches. 
Below these is a sculpted grille that acts as an 
air intake. A dust filter behind the grille requires 
you to detach the front fascia to gain access 
to it for cleaning, as it isn’t easily removable. 
The case's budget leanings become more 
apparent once you remove the side panels, 
which are very thin and flimsy. Removing 
them grants access to the dreary grey steel 
interior of the case. Here you'll find five more 
3.5in bays, which take the form of a handily 
removable hard disk cage, and a single 
120mm fan. 

Disappointingly, the fan acts as a front 
intake rather than a rear exhaust — this is an 
arrangement we’ve found to produce poor 
results when a case has only one fan. It also 
means that the PSU, which is located at the 
top of the case with the intake fan pointing 
down at the CPU cooler, is the only exhaust 
in the case, 

Attempting to build a neat PC in the Elite 
343 was a chore, as there’s no room behind 
the motherboard tray for hiding wires and no 
cable-routeing holes either. This meant that 
cables had to be stuffed where they would fit 


rather than tidied out of the way. 
In our thermal tests, the CPU hit a whopping 
absolute temperature of 96°C. 


This is equivalent to a delta T of 
72C, and 7°C higher than any 
other case on test. In a slightly 
warmer room, our test CPU 
would start to throttle itself to 
prevent damage. 

GPU cooling was also 
poor, with the delta T of 60°C 
firmly rooting the Elite 343 
at the bottom of the GPU 
cooling table. The Elite wasn’t 
particularly quiet either, as the 
thin side panels allowed a lot of 
noise to escape. 

Most worrying, however, 
was the temperature our PSU 
reached with the Elite 343. We 
measured the ambient delta 
T inside the PSU as 32°C, 
which meant that the PSU was 


, Cheap 


Becomes dangerously 
hot; no dedicated 
exhaust fan; will 

~ reduce the operating 
life of your PSU 


running at an absolute temperature of 56°C. 
This is well above the temperature at which 
most PSUs are rated to run, and means that 
your PSU will provide less power than it should, 
be less efficient, and will not last as long. 
Buying a cheap case such as this is a 
false economy; spending just $30 more on 
amore capable case will extend the life of 
your components and make your PC easier 
to live with. Using a PSU as the only exhaust 
fan isn’t practicable with today’s hot-running 
components either. We'd recommend that you 
steer well clear of the Elite 348. PG 


Overall 
A cheap product that, while 
fined " u 
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Lian Li PC-AO4 | 


The good build quality and GPU cooling are let down by silly mistakes. 


Street Price $155 
Website http://tinyurl.com/PC-A04 

Specifications 188 x 460 x 386mm (W x Dx H); 4.1kg; 
4 expansion slots; 7x 3.5in internal drive bays, Ix 2.5in 
internal drive bays, 2x 5.25in drive bays; 2x 120mm 

fan (front), Ix 120mm fan (top); 1x USB3, 1x USB2, 1x 
eSATA, audio; aluminium. 


Looks great; 
external brushed 
aluminium finish 

2 feels nice; clever 

hard disk cages; 

three 120mm fans 


Lian Li rarely makes any cases that retail for 
less than $100. This means that at $155, the 
A04 isn’t particularly competitive on price. 

Externally, the AO4 is a fairly simple affair. 
Its clean lines and matt-black finish mean that 
the case is understated rather than striking. It’s 
well built, though, and feels pleasingly solid in 
your hands. 

Removing the side panels of the A04 reveals 
a similarly spartan interior. The bare metal finish 
looks a little bland compared with other cases 
with painted interiors. Poking around inside the 
case reveals some nifty little features, though, 
such as a two-part hard disk cage that can be 
arranged in a number of different ways to best 
suit your build. 

Also appreciated is the fact that, unlike 
any of the other cases on test, the A04 has 
all its fan mounts filled. This means that the 
diminutive case is kitted out with three 120mm 
fans, two of which draw air in from the front 
panel and are equipped with dust filters, while 
the third acts as an exhaust in the roof. 

The PSU mount is located at the bottom 
of the case and has its own dedicated ea 
intake vent. This vent is also equipped with LIAN LI’ 
a dust filter and should ensure the PSU has 
aconstant supply of cool air. However, we , 
noticed that the A04 is closer to the ground pe 
than most cases that use this approach to z 3 
PSU cooling, which may limit air intake when : 


Poor finish on some 

surfaces; lack of cable- 
met routeing options; poor 
CPU cooling 


ete es 


on thick carpet. directly at the graphics card. Its CPU delta T 
Unfortunately, the A04 of 63°C was less impressive, however, and 

fell down when it came to is mostly to do with the fact that the GPU 

installing hardware. There are was eating up all the cool air blowing into the 


no cable-routeing holes in the case before the CPU could receive any of it. 
motherboard tray and barely The PSU ambient delta T of 12°C confirmed 


any room for hiding cables our fear that the PSU struggles to draw air in 

behind it either. Some of the through the small gap between the case and 

edges of the tray were also the desk on which we were testing. 

very sharp, as attested by the The Lian Li AO4 is frustrating to work with; 

large gouge left in one of our the sharp looks and solid feel are offset by its 
nuckles as we tried to thread poor cable-routeing options and lacklustre 

a PSU cable through a gap. CPU cooling. PG 


Human digits aside, we also 
have concerns about how a 
PSU cable would fare, grating 
against such a sharp edge over eae alumminiumycany 
long periods. ee abe 

Cooling ability varied. The | 
A04’s GPU delta T of 44°C 
was the best on test, thanks to 


= = the two 120mm fans blowing ee z 
ll 
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www.lian-li.com 


THE SMALLEST HPTX CASE 
YOU’VE EVEN SEEN 


M/B: HPTX 13.6° x15" 


PCI: 10 slots PATENTED SCREW-LESS 
SIDE PANELS 


Anti-vibration / tool-less HDD rack + MIB type: Mini ITX 


+ Bays: 


Apa ; 3.5" internal x 7 (Hot x5) 
-ANLI PC-90B : Sey 
be + Bays: 5.25” x 2, 3.5" internal x 6. Be roan Ws a 2) 
y' re 5 ; A Ns + Dim.: 199 x 280 x 366 mm 
N .5" internal x * Colour: silver / black 


+ I/O port: USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug) / 
E-SATA x 1/ HD Audio 
riven + Dim.: 230 x 512 x 489 mm 
* Colour: silver / black LO ra 


** THE GREAT USB3 Gl 


Lian Li cases are now. equipped with USB3! 
For most models not factory equipped, 

Lian Li & Mittoni are giving away 

FREE SUPERSPEED USB3 upgrades with 
your purchase of a case. 

Check www. mittoni.com.au Te free upgrade 
models & more info. 


*A WINDOW TO THE SOUL** 


You love your PC. You recognise & appreciate quality. 

NOW.LIAN LI & MITTONTARE RECONISING & REWARDING YOU! 
If you purchased a TYR X-2000 case from an Aussie reseller 

contact them to claim your FREE SIDE WINDOW PANEL! 

(Shipping fee may be applied) 


FIRST. 
KNIGHT 
‘SERIES 


BATTLE IS WHAT I’DO 


20\pin-plug. 


Bays: 5.25" x 3, 3.5" internal x 6, 
2.5" internal x 4 
M/B type: ATX / M-ATX 


PCI: 8 
: Fan: Front 140mm x 2, 
External in black anodized finishing & ad Rear 120mm x 1 
internal finishing in black coating. ao + External in black anodized 1/O port: USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug) / 
¢ Supports long graphics cards. PC-K9B finishing. HD Audio 
¢ Supports long graphics cards. Dim.: 210'x 470 x 500 mm (W,H,D) 


4 Superb Thermal & Silent Performance, Patented 
Sy, Tool-less / Anti-vibration Features Designed for PC-K9 WX 


too.tess PC Game Enthusiasts and Professionals 


www. LanCoolPC.com Einget 
: K series Design and Manufacture by ines' 
VIC: PCCG (03) 9551 0889 www.pcca : Lian Li Industrial Co., Ltd: In Taiwan Quality 


Distributor Scorpion Technology 1300 726 77 


Inside Technology (03) 9761 30: M ade i n 


QLD: Umart (07) 3369 3928 wwwumart.com.au s 
m | tto ni www.mittoni.com.au NSW: Mwave (02) 9649 6184 wwwmwave.com.au SA: MSY (08) 8212 1656 wwwmsy.com.au Taiwan 
Melbourne 4 IJK (02) 9745 0877 wwwijk.com.au WA: PLE Computers (08) 9309 4771 wwwple.com.au 
nology distribution Sydney Office , AusPCMarket (02) 9646 8000 ww nai Austin computer (08) 9201 2788 wwwaustin.net.au 
Techbuy, (02) 9648 1818 wwwtechbuy.co TAS: TASPRO Computers (03) 6424 19tlwww.taspro.com.au 
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(Antec Mini P180 


Street Price $140 
Website http://tinyurl.com/Antec-MiniP180 


| Specifications 283x515 x 435mm (WxDxH); 
| 9.5kq; 4 expansion slots; 5x 3.5in internal drive bays, 


| 1x 3.5in external drive bays, 3x 5.25in drive bays; 1x 
| 120mm fan (rear), 1x 200mm fan (top); 2x USB2, Ix 
eSATA, audio; steel. 


Externally, the Mini P180 employs a ‘less 

| is more’ design philosophy; it’s sleek and 

| elegant, yet the angular vents on the door and 
roof give the case aggressive undertones. 
Behind the sturdy door are three external 
5.25in bays and intake vents for two 120mm 


fans, which have removable dust filters. 
Popping off the sound-dampened side 
| panels reveals that neither front fan mount is 
occupied. Instead, Antec has chosen to focus 
on exhausts, with a 120mm fan located at the 
rear and a 200mm fan in the roof. Both are 
connected to rear-mounted speed controllers. 
As exhaust fans are much more important than 
intake fans when considering audible noise, 
| this is a sensible arrangement. 

Inside, the case is split into two chambers; 
the large upper chamber houses the 
| motherboard and hard disks, while the lower 
chamber houses the PSU. This should 
keep the PSU away from the hot-running 
components, but it makes wiring up aPC a 
trying experience. Five internal 3.5in drive bays 
are split across two removable drive cages; 
graphics cards longer than 230mm will only fit 
if you remove one cage. 
Building a PC inside the Mini P180 is a 
challenge. There's limited space behind the 


50 


The quiet, smaller brother of the P182. 


"L 


Good cooling; 
looks good; solid 
build quality; fan 
controllers 


Loud at full fan speed; 
cramped interior; 
‘tricky to keep tidy 


motherboard tray to route wires 
from the PSU, and the lower 
hard disk cage is very close to 
the motherboard. Making our 
graphics card's power cables 
reach was fiddly, and the PSU 
fitting and location raised some 
eyebrows — Antec has designed it 
with front-to-back cooled PSUs in 
mind rather than the more popular 
top-cooled PSUs. Also, the vent 
for the PSU is in front of the PSU 
mount rather than below it, as it is 
in most of the other cases. 

With its fans at their highest 
speed setting, the Mini P180 
cooled our test CPU and GPU 
to a delta T of 52°C and 48°C 
respectively. These are solid 
results, although they are not 
especially spectacular — nor were 


they particularly quiet. 

At their lowest speed, the CPU delta T rose 
by a considerable 7°C, but GPU cooling was 
largely unaffected. Our PSU struggled to draw 
enough air through the badly positioned vent, 
as the ambient delta T inside the unit reached 
15°C, which was the second-worst result. 

Antec has made the mistake of applying ATX 
design and features to a micro-ATX case. This 
hasn't paid off, as it suffers from a cramped 
and complex interior. One to consider. PG 


Overall 
It may be quiet, but.cooling j 
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NZXT Vulcan | 


Serving the needs of the one... 


Street Price $80 
Website http://tinyurl.com/NZXT-Vcase 
Specifications 180 x 406 x 422mm (W x Dx); 
5.8kg; 4 expansion slots; 2x 3.5in internal drive bays, 
2x 3 ain external drive bays, 2x 5.25in drive bays; Ix 
120mm fan (front), 1x 120mm fan (top); 2x USB2, Ix 
eSATA, audio; steel. 


NZXT cases often look unique, and the Vulcan 
iS No exception. Its angular fascia and rugged, 
chunky side panels won't be to everyone's 
taste, but they certainly make the case look 
striking. The Vulcan has more going for it than 
a unique profile, though, as it’s packed full 

of useful features, despite being the smallest 
case in this group. 

The first of these features is a dual-channel 
fan controller, which is located on the top of 
the case’s front panel. Each channel is rated 
at 8W and is fully variable, making full use of 
the speed range of the included fans from full 
speed to just ticking over. 


GE 


| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
& 


At the bottom of the angular, jutting front 
panel is a meshed area, which acts as an 
intake for a single 120mm fan. The intake is 
fitted with a dust filter but, as with the Cooler 
Master Elite, you'll need to remove the entire 
fascia to clean it. 

The left side of the case is made almost 
entirely from mesh, and has a mount for a 
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200mm fan. This arrangement means that 

the Vulcan is very porous as far as airflow is 
concerned, but it also allows noise to find its 
way out without a fight. This is unlikely to be an 
issue if you use the Vulcan to build a compact 
LAN PC, but it’s fortunate that the fans’ speed 
can be adjusted to find a good mix between 
noise and cooling. The mesh side panel doesn’t 
have a dust filter; as standard, the Vulcan's fan 
configuration should result in a relatively neutral 
internal air pressure, so dust shouldn't be too 
much of an issue, although this could change if 
you add more fans. 

The top of the case is dominated by a large 
bulge that can house up to two 120mm fans, 
although only one fan is included. Looping over 
the top of this bulge is the carry handle that 
NZXT ships with the case. It's attached by four 
rather puny-looking screws, but it held firm 
no matter how much shaking or swinging we 


subjected it to. If you're not planning to move the 


The NZXT Vulcan is almost perfect for a 
small LAN party PC, thanks to its carry 
handle, respectable cooling and small size 


PC regularly, the handle can be removed. 


Internally, the Vulcan looks smart, thanks to its 


matt-black interior and lack of clutter, which is a 
boon given that the internals are visible through 
the mesh side panel. To help you keep things 


tidy, a number of cable-routeing holes have been 


Cut into the motherboard tray. There’s also a fair 


amount of room behind the motherboard tray for 
stashing wires, thanks to the angular bulge in the 


case’s right-hand side panel. 

Interestingly, NZXT 
has chosen to fit the 
Vulcan with only two 
internal hard disk bays, 
which are located at the 


This may seem slightly 
stingy compared with 
cases such as the Lian 
Li PC-AO4, which has 
seven hard disk bays, 
but we think it’s a fair 
decision. While NZXT 
bills the Vulcan as a LAN 
gaming case as opposed 
to an everyday PC case, 


two 3.5in drive bays. By 
providing only two hard 


bottom front of the case. 


few people need more than 


disk bays, NZXT has cut 


down on material costs, and the smaller hard 
disk cage leaves more room for multiple long 
graphics cards. 

Located behind the hard disk cage, at the 
bottom-rear of the case, is the PSU mount. As 
with most of the cases we see these days, the 
PSU has its own dedicated intake vent that’s 
covered by a removable dust filter. Strangely, 
though, the vent is significantly shorter than the 
fan it will be serving, which is something of an 
oversight. 

Also of interest is the button that can be 
found on the rear of the case. We were initially 
puzzled by its inclusion, but further investigation 
showed it to be for toggling the orange lights 
in the included fans on and off. This is a handy 
feature, but you’ll need some Jedi-like cable- 
routeing skills to tidily wire both fans to the speed 
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controller and light controller. 

Building a neat PC inside the Vulcan can be 
tricky, given how small it is, but its cable-routeing 
holes and the extruded right side panel help to 
make the task interesting rather than impossible. 
There were a couple of niggles, though, such 
as the fact that there wasn’t quite enough room 
to fit the 24-pin ATX power cable from our PSU 
behind the motherboard tray. There was also no 
way of routeing the 8-pin EPS12V power cable 
neatly, and we were forced to run it all the way 
around the motherboard to reach its socket near 
the rear I/O plate. 

The cooling offered by the Vulcan proved to 
be good, given the case's size and price. With 
its fans set to their maximum speed, the CPU 
reached a delta T of 59°C and the GPU a delta 
T of 49°C. These aren’t spectacular results but 
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they're firmly mid-table. More impressive was the 
ambient internal delta T of our PSU, which was 
only 8°C, a result that’s better than those of the 
more expensive Lian Li PC-AO04 and the Antec 
Mini P180 cases. 

Dropping the fans down to minimum speed 
saw temperatures rise inside the case to the 
point where the only case that cooled the CPU 
and GPU less effectively was the Cooler Master 
Elite 8343. Thankfully, the fans in the Vulcan aren’t 
too noisy, So you're more likely to be running 
them at around 70 per cent speed for everyday 
use. As predicted, the Vulcan allowed a lot of 
sound to escape from the components inside 
the PC; the drone of the graphics card cooler 
was particularly apparent. 

The NZXT Vulcan is almost perfect for a 
small LAN party PC, thanks to its carry handle, 


5 Costs just $80; dual-channel 
UP” fancontroller; striking looks; 
solid carry handle 


Lots of wires to tidy; lacks 
“=== Space; large mesh side panel 
could result in dust problems 
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respectable cooling and small size. For an 
infrequently-moved PC, the question of opting 
for the SilverStone Fortress FTO3 arises— 

they cost more, but are cooler and quieter. 
However, if you want to build a small, powerful 
LAN PC that you lug around often, but don’t 
want to spend much more than $80, the 
Vulcan is a solid choice. PG 


Overall 


Not quite a cooling powerhouse, but 
it's affordable and full of features. — 
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It still looks like a fridge. 


Street Price $190 
Website http://tinyurl.com/SS-FTO3 


Specifications 235 x 284 x 487mm (WxDxH); 
6.7kg; 4 expansion slots; 3x 3.5in internal drive bays, 
1x 2.5in internal drive bays, 1x slim optical drive bay; 
2x 120mm fan (bottom), 1x 120mm fan (top); 2x 
USB3, audio; steel frame, aluminium front. 


When we saw one of the first production 
FTO3 cases in the world, online at www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?236972, we were very 
impressed by what we saw. As a result, we 
wanted to look at the case again in its final 
state and see how it compares with some of 
the other micro-ATX cases on the market. 
The most notable feature of the FTO3 
is also its signature; its shape. The case is 
essentially a bar fridge, but this is more than 
just an unusual design choice. The shape 


| 
| 
} 
| 
| 
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SilverStone Fortress FTQ3 


f atomic } 
APPROVED | 


underpins the cooling arrangement inside the 
case: it uses SilverStone’s now-standard design, 
where cool air is drawn in at the base of the case 
and exhausted thorough the top, rather than the 
traditional front-to-back arrangement of the other 
cases. This, SilverStone claims, allows for greater 
thermal efficiency by taking advantage of hot air’s 
natural propensity to rise. 

To access the innards of the case, you'll need 
to remove the two side panels and the front 
fascia of the case. These are manufactured 
from sand-blasted aluminium and have been 
anodised for a beautiful finish that gives them 
a wondertully tactile feel. The panels all butt up 
perfectly to each other too, which says a lot for 
the workmanship on show here. The two side 
panels simply slide off a number of lugs that hold 
them firmly in place. The front panel, on the other 


' The case is essentially a column, but this is 
' more than just an unusual design choice; it 
underpins the cooling arrangement inside 


hand, requires a firm tug to pull it 
clear of the push-pins securing it to 
the case’s frame. 

Internally, the case looks unusual 
thanks to the cooling system it 
employs. The intake fans, for 
example, are located in the bottom 
of the case, with one fan pulling air 
in from the base of the case and one 
drawing in air from the grille, which 
is located in the left-hand side panel. 
Both of these fans are angled but 
have plenty of space behind them 
from which to draw air into the case. 
Also interesting is the orientation 
of the PSU in the case. It’s located 
at the bottom of the case and sits 
lengthways across the front. This 
arrangement means that the PSU 
has its own supply of cool air, 
but it poses challenges in terms 
of providing power to the unit, as the 
PSU cable would be sticking out of 
the side of the case. SilverStone has 
resolved this issue by fitting a power 
socket in the base of the case that 
connecis to an internal extension 
cable, which is then plugged into 
the PSU. 

You'll also notice that there are no 
half-height 5.25in drive bays in the 
FTO8. This is partly due to space, but 
also to maintain the sleek exterior 


on 


of the case. Instead, optical media has to be 
handled by a slimline, slot-loading DVD drive, 
which you'll have to purchase separately — these 
cost around twice as much as normal-height 
5.25in optical drives. 

To further save space, SilverStone has also 
dispensed with the traditional hard disk cage, 
instead choosing to mount the hard disks behind 
the motherboard tray in two individual brackets. 
There's also a dedicated 2.5in SSD mount here. 
This is a neat arrangement, as it means that the 
SATA power and data cables can be kept out 
of the main chamber. However, it also means 
that the hard disks receive very little airflow. 
Complementing the two hard disk mounts is a 
hot-swappable hard disk caddy that also sits 
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behind the motherboard tray and is accessible 
from the top of the cage. 
Building a PC in the FTOS is an interesting 
experience that will almost certainly have you 
reaching for the instruction manual on more 
than one occasion. It’s surprisingly intuitive 
once you know what you’re doing, though, and 
while removing the uppermost 120mm fan to fit 
the motherboard can be fiddly (two of the four 
screws are extremely small and easy to lose), the 
build is surprisingly smooth. 
It's clear that SilverStone has put a lot of 
thought into cable-routeing. Holes are cut in the 
motherboard tray to allow SATA and power cables 
to pass through, and the large amount of space 
behind the motherboard tray means that there’s 
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plenty of room to hide unused PSU cables. We 
would point out that we were only using one hard 
disk, however. If you choose to use two, or even 
three disks, then the amount of room behind the 
tray would be significantly reduced. 

The FTO3’s CPU delta T of 47°C was far and 
away the best result in the Labs test, due largely 
to the 120mm fan pointed directly at the CPU 
cooler. Its GPU delta T of 46°C was second only 
to the Lian Li PC-A04. The PSU temperature 
was just 4°C above the ambient temperature 
of the room. The FTO3 provided this excellent 
cooling while staying relatively quiet due to the 
fact that it has very few grilles and vents through 
which sound can escape. 

The FTO justifies its price with its excellent 


Beautiful build quality; 
~ innovative; excellent cooling 


- Requires aslimline 
|e "= optical drive; costly 
\ 


TOE 


cooling, great build quality and unique 
design. The only caveats are that it’s not as 
flexible as other cases; it has fewer 3.5in 
drive bays, limited space for CPU coolers 
and requires a slot-loading laptop optical 
drive. If the FTOS is right for you, we can 
highly recommend it. PG 


Overall 
Excellent build quality and’cool 
but onlysom 
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Price 


Dimensions (WxDxH mm) 


Materials 
Available colours 
Weight (kg) 
Features 


Front panel ports 


External 5.25in bays 


External/internal 2.5in bays 
External/internal 3.5in bays 
Number of backplates 

Max CPU cooler height (mm) 


Max graphics card length 
(mm) 


Max PSU length (mm) 
Side panel window 
Extras 

Cooling 


Fan mounts 


Supplied fans 


Dust filters 


Fan controller 
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AntecMiniP180 
$140 


212 x 486 x 435 


Plastic/steel 
Black/white 


9.8 


2 x USB 2, eSATA, 
headphone, microphone 


160 


230 with hard disk 
caddy, 370 without 


160 
No 


None 


2x 120mm front, 
120mm rear, 200mm 
top 


120mm rear, 200mm 
top 


Yes 


Yes 
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Cooler Master Elite 343 
$50 


183 x 446 x 357 


Plastic/steel 
Black 


4 


2 x USB 2, microphone, 
headphone 


148 


250 with hard disk 
caddy, 363 without 


270 
No 


None 


120mm front, 80/20mm 
front, 80/20mm rear, 
90mm side 


120mm front 


Yes (not removable) 


No 


Lian LiPC-A04 
$155 


188 x 460 x 386 


Aluminium 
Black/silver 


43 


1x USB 2, 1 x USB 3, 
eSATA, microphone, 
headphone 


2 


150 


245 with hard disk 
caddy, 350 without 


250 
No 


None 


2 x 120mm front, 
120mm top 


2x 120mm front, 
120mm top 


Yes 


NZXT Vulcan 
$80 


180 x 406 x 422 (with 
handle) 


Plastic/steel 
Black 


5.1 


2 x USB 2, eSATA, 
microphone, headphone 


350 


230 
Mesh 


Optional Handle 


120mm front, 92/80mm 
rear, 2 x 120mm top, 
200mm side 


120mm front, 120mm 
top 


Yes (not removable) 


Yes 


SilverStone Fortress FT03 
$190 


235 x 284 x 487 


Aluminium/steel 
Black/silver 


7.3 


2 x USB 3, microphone, 
headphone 


1 slot-loading slimline 
optical drive 


o/1 


350 


180 
No 


None 


120mm top, 92/80mm 
top, 2 x 120mm bottom, 
2 x 80mm bottom 


2 x 120mm bottom, 
120mm top 


Yes 


No 
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Premium Resellers 
VIC Computers & Parts Land 
Centre Com 
MSY Technology Pry. Ltd. 
Scorpion Technology 
PC Case Gear 


03 8542 8688 
1300 007 600 
03 9560 2288 
1300 726 770 
03 9551 0889 


cpl.net.au 
centrecom.com.au 
msy.com.au 
scorptec.com.au 
pccasegear.com.au 


NSW 


wn 


PCDIY 02 9648 1001 
ARC Computer 02 9748 8322 
Aus PC Market 02 9646 8088 
Capitol Computer 02 9281 8890 


Tech Buy 02 9648 1818 
MSY Technology 02 9648 4116 
PCDIY 08 8410 0446 


Allneeds Computers 08 8221 8661 


pcdiy.com.au 

arc.com.au 
auspcmarket.com.au 
capitolcomputer.com.au 
techbuy.com.au 
msy.com.au 


adrenalin.net.au 
allneeds.com.au 


QLD Computer Alliance 
Game Dude Computers 
MSY Technology 

Umart Online 


WA 


Austin Computers 
MSY Technology 
Netplus Micro Computers 


07 3421 3200 
07 3387 1500 
07 3217 9070 
07 3369 3928 


08 9201 2788 
08 9344 1002 
08 9242 7288 


computeralliance.com.au 
gamedude.com.au 
Msy.com.au 
umart.com.au 


austin.net.au/index.asp 
msy.com.au 
netplus.com.au 
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KITLOG 


hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build may be a little more expensive than what 
you could technically get away with, but for that 
extra few hundred you're also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


So Kitlog perhaps hasn’t had 
the attention it’s deserved for 
quite some time — that’s been clear 
enough to those on our forums. With 
that in mind, let us present a full- 
blown kitlog update: all the essential 
components have been updated, and 
we've replaced outdated components with 

the latest and greatest. 

Unfortunately, not all the new components 
have been looked at by us, but we've evaluated 
the specifications of the products without 
references and have determined that they're 
still a great buy. Most of the products here have 
been reviewed by us, however, so do check out 
our reviews to see exactly what we think. 

No matter the build you're after, you can find 
something to fit your needs in these four pages. 
And if nothing suits perfectly, feel free to mix-and- | 
match — or spend a bit more to boost CPU speed 
as per your own needs. al 

If you're still feeling lost, ask for advice _ , 
at http://forums.atomicmpc.com.auhg 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?7NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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THE GAME BOX — 


Intel Core i5 2500-K 


PRICE $220 


Sandy Bridge’s combination of 
cost and overlocking prowess is 
awesome. 

Issue 122, Page 36 


Gigabyte Z68X-UD3H-B3 
PRICE $170 

Affordable gaming 

performance and features. 

Ref ID: 263631 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-10666CL7D-4GBRH | 


PRICE $45 
Great value, tight timings, and 
some flexibility. 


NVIDIA GTX560 
PRICE $220 

A reference-design card, but 
plenty fast for gaming bliss. 
Issue 116, Page 38 


Intel Core i7 2600K | 
PRICE $350 
Only four cores, but it clocks like 
nobody’s business. 

Red ID: 220395 


Gigabyte G1.Sniper 2 
PRICE $440 


Actually includes a kitchen sink. 
What more could you want? 
Ref ID: 272737 


Corsair Vengeance | 
CMZ8GX3M2A160008 
PRICE $100 | 
8GB of fast memory. Or | 


get two and virtualise 
everything! 


ASUS Matrix Platinum 
GTX580 


PRICE $750 

A beefy single-core card 
with thermals to match. 
Ref ID: 274735 
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SUBTOTAL: $1509 


RIG ONLY: $1049 | 
= Coolermaster Hyper 212+ Bitfenix Shinobi 
act PRICE $40 ee PRICE $79 
rat Nice cooling for a very — Worth it for the price 
(=) : co 
=) affordable price. alone, and sexy to boot. 
— Ref ID: 260177 
i . 
=  2TBHDD Pioneer © — Razer Arctosa 
= PRICE $90 DVR-219L => PRICE $50 
=> Two thousand PRICE $35 co A cool-looking keyboard that'll 
[== gigabyte storage Discs. Youneeds P> serve you very well. 
Wn drive on the cheap. ‘em. SZ sR ID: 149483 
a 
Samsung S24A450BW 
> PRICE $260 Lu Tt eSports Element Black 
= 24 inches of LED backlit, =y PRICE $70 
Tal 16:10 LCD screen. Sweet. a] Accurate, comfortable and fast. 
eI = Issue 125, Page 39 
Plantronics Onboard Realtek Corsair HX-650 
co Gamecom777 ALC889A Ce>; PRICE $150 
CO ~PRICE $80 A decent chip thatdoes = A sSolid PSU, ready to power 
=2 Solid set of cans with the job. Os anything you throw at it. 
great audio. oN 
Issue 101, Page 41 
RIG ONLY: $3555) 
~ Noctua NH-D14 CPU Cooler " SilverStone Temjin TJT 
= = PRICE $600 
i=) Bulky, yet quiet and effective. Or YW The best and only case you'll ever need. 
CO skip this entirely and water-cool! Premium luxurious bliss. 
Issue 122, Page 47 Ref ID: 257544 
7) : 
=  OCZREvoDrivex2& 4g 3 Razer BlackWidow 
=|  WD600GB VelociRaptor = Ultimate | 
=> PRICE $580 + $320 faa) a $160 
= Superfast SSD with zippy storage. Gia oe um 
Ta) OCZ: Issue 121, Page 43 S : : 
a WD: Ref ID: 220323 caer 
Dell U2410 Microsoft Sidewinder 
2 PRICE $699 LH X8 Wireless 
=e In-Plane Switching, 1.07 = PRICE $105 
Va) billion colours and 24 inches. S Cable-less, comfortable, lag-free 
=) and fraggable! 
Ref ID: 148422 
Antec HCP 1200W 
ASUS Xonar Xense o>; PRICE $320 
= PRICE $350 Lo ; 
= = a he) we nee ales Or 
Odd package, but thi d our. The won't care. 
is dione is seeconis oie aN Ref ID: 272588 
Issue 124, Page 41 
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he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clip even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


The humble home theatre PC has 
often fallen under the too-hard category, 
but with products hitting the market like 
the fantastic FTO3 below, there’s really 
no excuse not to consider building one. 
Connect it to a TV for big-screen movies, 
to an amplifier for surround-sound, or 

to a network for media streaming to any 
PC in your house. Definitely a worthwhile 
investment. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there's The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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Intel Core i5 2310 


PRICE $190 


Intel’s most affordable quad- 
core, overclocking limited. 


PRICE $150 


A mATX board with 
everything you need. 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-10666CL7D-4GBRH 


PRICE $45 


d Great value, tight timings, and some 
“oe flexibility. 


NVIDIA GTX 560 
PRICE $220 

A reference-design card, but 
plenty fast for gaming bliss. 
Issue 116, Page 38 


Intel Core i3 2100T 


PRICE $150 


Super low-heat dual-core 
processor with IGP. 


GIGABYTEZ68MA-D2H-83 SYA 


PRICE $150 


A mATX board with plenty of 
storage options. 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I0666CL7D-4GBRH 


PRICE $55 
4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 


Gigabyte HD6770 IGB Silent Cell 
PRICE $145 

Enough to play games 
on, and adds outputs 
without extra noise. 


KITLOG WENT VAel= 


SUBTOTAL: $1405 


RIG ONLY: $1050 


a Antec Kuhler 620 InWin Dragon Slayer 

oy PRICE $90 A PRICE $80 

S Show off your 1337 rig with = Tiny case with great potential, it’s got 

‘S} watercooling. Aw yeah. it where it counts. 
2 oreuop Pi 

= loneer SS R 

= , & azer Arctosa 

a Ree DVR-219L << PRICE $50 

=> Ls aed 3 PRICE $35 a A cool-looking keyboard 
= Shue As the biebss Discs. Youneeds >= that'll serve you very well. 
a p. em. S Ref ID: 149483 
Ga 

Samsung BX2240 Verbatim Rapier V1 

= PRICE $160 a PRICE $65 

rae 21.5 inches of value-packed = Sie Gout performance and 
ra screen, great buy. S eee Page 43 

Plantronics Guisoard Resltak Corsair HX-650 

co Gamecom777 ALC889A On > PRICE S150 

a PRICE $80 A decent chip that does =F Asolid PSU, ready to power 
Solid set of cans with i © > _ anything you throw at it. 

= great audio. ane oN 
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SUBTOTAL: $1455 


Noctua NH-U9B SE2 


RIG (NO OPTIONS): $1070. 


Silverstone Fortress FTO3 


or Ld PRICE $190 
4 Cee? ; 2 The best HTPC case we've seen yet, 
= Plenty of cooling, and Vv with space for plenty o’ bits. 
= quietness to boot. 
| 
Lu 
= 2TBHDD cy «Scythe SFF21D 
| &S PRICE $90 = PRICE $30 x 3 
= Buy three of these for super-crazy 5S Replace the stock fans and 
| im storage capacity. ‘S} hear the computer no more. 
|= 
a) 
= Silverstone SOD02B = Logitech diNovo Edge 
= PRICE $80 =a PRICE $240 
= Slot-loading DVD drive for 2] Wireless board with a 
Ss movies, installs or backups. Pay trackpad for mousing. 
< 
ce Leacltek Winfast ASUS PCE-NI3 ces. Seasonic X-460 Fanless 
S PxDVR3200H to PRICE S45 Gi=i PRICE $200 
= ae OR ce Zippy 802.11N for wireless S S “Look: ma, no fanst” 
Get TV in your PC. = ‘ . : am -Anonymous, 2011 
I H.264 recording ftw! fa. PO - 
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True heroes never die. 
True dynasties last forever. 
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EXPLORE HUGE MAPS 


Perfect your tactics and choose 


SHAPE YOUR DESTINY between the paths of Might or Magic DISCOVER THE RICHNESS OF 
Lead the Heroes of the Griffin Dynasty as five i THE MIGHT & MAGIC UNIVERSE 
: : and Blood or Tears. 
brothers and sisters struggle to save their world. More than 100 hours of Gameplay, 


80 creatures to lead and over 
150 unique artifacts. 


caver, PC October 13, 2014 
and mature themes, Ste KAI, 
Gaming experience DVD 


mayettenge online <= => ww man. com, 


© 2011 Ubisoft Entertainment. All Rights Reserved. Might & Magic, Heroes, Ubisoft and the Ubisoft logo are trademarks of Ubisoft Entertainment in the U. S. and/or other countries. *While stocks last. uU B | i=} [ a | Ee T 


a uman ‘happiness’, insofar as anybody 
can even define it, is not the simple 
uniformly traversable scale we've been led to 
expect by psychological research software 
like The Sims. 

One particularly mystifying thing about human 
happiness, as any student of the history of 
entertainment technology can tell you, is that 
people in the past were always delighted by 
things that are, today, staggeringly tedious. 

Imagine: you've never seen a video game 
before, and the local milk bar has just got a 
Space Invaders machine; the pure novelty of 
the thing might lead you to drop your pocket 
change into it for a while. But later, arcade 


‘enjoymen 


Dan Rutter speaks of magic lanterns, and MMORPGs 


GROUND ZERO~ 


of 


different perforated discs was $15, or as much 
as $78.95 for the super-deluxe version. A magic 
lantern that was suitable for home displays — 
an oil-fired slide projector - was maybe $15, 
including a decent number of slides. 

In 1897, the average income in the USA was 
less than $450 a year. 

Multiply up to a modern average income 
of about $50,000, and that $15 music box 
suddenly costs about as much as an iPhone. 
The Graphophone, with its atrocious audio 
quality and playing time, costs as much as a 
mid-range ThinkPad. 

And yet, people bought these things. And 
liked them. 


Technological advancement means that 
entertainment options are being superseded... 


games, and then the computer and console 
games (that left the arcades desperately limping 
along with giant specialty machines), keep on 
making everything that came before look like 
rubbish that people wouldn't play even if you 
paid them. 

|, myself, am only slightly ashamed to say 
that even if | know there are tons of fascinating 
things to do in an old RPG where everybody 
talks in boxes of text, | still find it very hard to get 
into the game, because fully voiced games have 
spoiled me for text-boxes. I’m sure, in the future, 
games that have large (possibly synthesised) 
voice casts will similarly cause me to wonder 
what | ever saw in a game where every old man 
in the world sounds exactly the same. 

Take a little trip back to the Sears Roebuck 
catalogue from 1897 (conveniently reprinted in 
2007), and you'll find a Graphophone cylinder- 
record player/recorder for $35 with a dozen 
two-minute records. A wind-up ‘Regina’ music 
box that played different tunes when loaded with 


atemic 


The psychological explanation for this is 
that humans tend to map our emotional range 
onto whatever our life happens to be. A day 
spent ploughing fields followed by a magic- 
lantern show can therefore be psychologically 
equivalent to a day spent writing business 
software followed by a Blu-Ray movie. 

(And, as you may have noticed, there 
often seems to be no clear difference in 
vehemence between arguments about 
starting a war, and arguments about which 
football team is superior.) 

Technological advancement means that 
our entertainment options are now being 
superseded a lot faster than in the olden days, 
but | think we're starting to see that trend 
change. The terrible things that George Lucas 
keeps doing to Star Wars doesn’t mean that 
revamping old film and TV is inherently a terrible 
idea; look at the ‘Remastered’ version of the 
Original Series of Star Trek. And games are 
much easier to improve. 


The ‘Enhanced Edition’ of The Witcher, for 
instance, is much better (and more profane!) 
than the original English version. VWoW’s had 
entirely fundamental engine changes over the 
years. Valve, in more subtle ways, monkeyed 
around with several Source-engine games. 

PC gamers are used to these changes 
arriving in big, awkward patches, but | wouldn’t 
be a bit surprised if a lot of games started to 
update like Chrome - so smoothly and silently 
that the first you know of it is when you start a 
new game and the starting town’s twice as big. 

| accept that an ever-expanding, ever- 
improving fantasy world provided to me for the 
price of an 1897 straw hat may not actually 
make me any happier. 

I'm still looking forward to it, though. 


Make Dan a happy man: snail mail him. 
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1x Logitech G19 Gaming Keyboard 
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Logitech UBISOFT 


Subscribe to Atomic this month and you'll go 

in the draw to win an awesome gaming prize 

pack from Ubisoft, Origin PC and Logitech. One 

winner will score this beefy Origin PC, custom 

skinned with images from the new Ubisoft game 

Might & Magic Heroes VI, as well as a copy 

of the game, a Logitech mouse and keyboard 

' combo and some extra Might & Magic Heroes VI 

| goodies. Five runners up will each receive a copy 
of the game and a flash drive. 

Don’t wait, subscribe now! 
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ATOMIC.EDU 68 
Chris Taylor looks at the tenuous state 
of the local games development industry. 


HOW TO... 70 
Give your case some 
nifty interior lighting! 


atomic WEEKLY NEWSLETTER 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


Keep up with Atomic! 


Atomic isn’t restricted to the pages of this 
magazine, and there’s still plenty more to 
be had online. 

Make sure you grab the latest content, 
competitions and posts straight from your 
favourite mag by signing up for the weekly 
newsletter — it’s what we would do! 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/Newsletter/ 
Default.aspx 


Games development 


Mi any Australian universities and TAFEs, as 
well as private institutes such as QANTM 
College, now offer specialist games development 
courses. Only a few years ago Australians 
wanting to get into the games development 
industry as artists or programmers would've 
undertaken an Arts (specialising in Multimedia) 
or Computer Science degree. Or, perhaps, gone 
to the one and only campus of the country’s 

one and only specialised games development 
institute — the Academy of Interactive 
Entertainment in Canberra. At some point in 

the past decade things changed. The AIE and 
QANTM College expanded. Both currently have 
three campuses each spread across the eastern 
states. The IT faculties of mainstream universities 
started offering units, then majors and even 
entire courses in games programming and 
animation. A few big titles were partly or wholly 
developed here — a recent notable example 
being LA Noire. Surely all of this indicates that 
the Australian games development industry 

is a healthy one. That going out and getting a 


dedicated qualification, as opposed to a ‘generic’ 


Computer Science degree or something of that 
nature, is a perfectly sensible thing to do. Well... 


At the moment 


The increase in the number of specialist 
qualifications on offer means that there are more 
qualified people out there. An obvious point, 
really, but an important one — the competition 

is intense. There are a lot of people who want 
to -or, at least, think they want to - spend 

their career making videogames. And now it’s 
not-too-difficult for these people to become 
qualified to make videogames. The local games 
development industry simply isn’t expanding 

at the same rate as the population of suitably 
qualified aspiring games developers. A page 
over at Sumea (www.tsumea.com) lists the 
details of every developer currently operating 

in the country. It’s a big list. Thing is, most of 
those developers are small, independent outfits. 
There are a few larger studios, but their number 
is decreasing. In the past couple of years 
several major studios have closed their doors. 
Sumea —- a website worth bookmarking if you’re 
interested in working in games development — 
lists jobs in Australia and New Zealand. 15 ads 
were posted in the month of September, 2011. 
These include a role as a tester (short-term 
contract) and another as a lecturer. Pickings are 
slim. No matter how badly you want to develop 
games, you must acknowledge the reality of the 
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State of play 


situation: the local industry is going through a 
rough patch. 

Perhaps you're prepared to move overseas to 
find employment. Or maybe you're figuring that, 
hey, the local industry will pick up by the time I’ve 
graduated, three or four years from now. 

Games development courses are specialist 
courses. The software you learn, it’s what's 
used in the games development industry. This 
means that you can come out of university 
or TAFE versed in the tools your prospective 
employer is using — an obvious plus. The 
downside is something you might initially see 
as a benefit: the courses are very focused. If 
you can’t find a job in the games development 
industry, your qualification isn’t good enough to 
get you a job developing accounting software 
or regular mobile phone applications. We get 
that developing ‘boring’ software isn’t what 
you're aspiring to do but the reality is such a job 
provides an income superior to what you'd earn 
stacking shelves at a supermarket or fielding 
phone calls for an ISP. 

The games development industry has a 
high burn-out rate. It’s possible that, as with 
any other career, the reality of making games 
professionally may not be as fun as a weekend 
project you can put down and walk away from. 
We're not saying games development is a shitty 
job — plenty of people like it and maybe you'll be 
one of them — or that the courses are bad, but 
we are trying to hammer home the point that 


_ ATOMIG.EDU 4 DU y GAMES DEVELOPMENT 


general programming courses provide a greater 
range of options. There’s also a perception 
among a few ernployers (but not all of them, of 
course, or even many) within the industry that 
general programming courses produce better 
programmers. This perception may be inaccurate. 
Many quality institutes with good reputations offer 
games development courses. And, typically, you 
get as much out of a diploma or degree as you 
put into it - we've no doubt this is true of games 
programming courses too. And yet, rightly or 
wrongly, the perception continues to exist. 

If you do undertake a general programming 
degree — computer science, say — it’s probably 
possible, depending on the institute of course, 
to enrol in a few games development-related 
electives. Alternatively, you could follow up a 
degree-level qualification in programming with 
amore specialised certificate or diploma-level 
qualification. 


University offerings 

Many universities offer games development 
courses or, at least, elective subjects that can 
be undertaken as part of an IT degree. Institutes 
that offer degree-level qualifications or elective 
subjects include Bond, Charles Sturt, Deakin, 
Edith Cowan, James Cook, La Trobe, Macquarie, 
Monash, Queensland University of Technology, 
RMIT, Swinburne, the University of Ballarat and 
the University of Tasmania. Entry requirements 
vary significantly from institute to institute — so 
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long as you’re reasonably literate and numerate 
you shouldnit have a problem. The arts streams 
of games development courses may have 

an additional requirement: a portfolio that 
showcases your artistic talents. 


TAFE 


At TAFEs including Murdoch, Southbank Institute 
Sunshine Coast and Victoria University you'll 

find qualifications ranging from short courses 
focusing on a specific skill or product - 3DSMax, 
for example — to diplomas. It’s fairly common 

to find that you can enrol in a diploma-level 
qualification at TAFE and, if you meet certain 
academic requirements and are happy enough 
to stick around, move on to a bachelor’s degree 
at a partnered university. 


Specialised 
and private institutes 


Yes, there are a couple of lesser known 

private institutes and outposts of international 
educational empires — Raffles, for example — 
dotted about the place, but let’s focus on the 
two names everyone knows: the Academy of 
Interactive Entertainment and QANTM College. 
Both have campuses spread across the east 
coast of the country. The courses on offer at 
AIE range from short courses aimed at school 


children on their holidays to advanced diplomas. 


QANTM offers bachelor-level qualifications. It 
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is possible for games development students to 
major in art, design or programming. Though 
we refer to both institutes as specialising in 
games development, they also offer courses in 
graphic design, visual effects and animation for 
film and television. 

The short courses, particularly the ones 
aimed at schoolkids, in themselves will not 
qualify you for much. They will, however, provide 
you with a low-cost, low-commitment taste 
of what studying for a diploma or degree-level 


qualification in games development would be like. 


Keep in mind that with private institutes, you 
may not be able to access the same level of 
government support available to university and 
TAFE students — the institute may have some 
sort of low-interest student loans on offer or, at 
least, direct you to a bank that does, but donit 
count on receiving HELP. 


Competition 

What we can’t emphasise enough is the 
amount of competition you'll face as a graduate. 
Graduates are a dime a dozen whereas jobs 
simply aren't. The recent closure of a number 
of well-known Australian studios has meant 
you aren’t just competing against a plethora of 
graduates, either, but people with experience 
working on quality titles. If you’re to succeed — 
and this applies if you’re intending on moving 
overseas, even — you need to stand out from 
the crowd. 


A piece of paper is significant but must 
be accompanied by talent and an obvious 
willingness to work hard. A good way to 
demonstrate this is through a proven track 
record of, well, making games. Games 
development courses tend to get you to do 
just that for assignments and projects but 
weire talking about independently — as in, in 
your own time, with your own resources — 
making something. By developing something 
by yourself or perhaps with one other person 
— with a programming student if you've 
more artistic leanings, say - you’re showing 
prospective employers that you've the 
capacity to generate an interesting idea and 
(hopefully) turn it into an addictive, entertaining, 
polished game. Having one or two games to 
your name, particularly if you're able to get 
people to play them, places you a long way 
ahead of graduates who have nothing more 
to their name than a degree and a demo they 
made as part of a group assignment in their 
third year. 


Prospects 

The Australian games industry isnit looking 
good at the moment. Getting into it as a fresh 
graduate — whether you were coming from a 
dedicated games development degree or a 
more general arts or programming background 
— was always a competitive prospective. This is 
even truer now, ((é& 


Specialise in Project Management 


The Faculty of Information Technology is introducing the 
Project management specialisation due to popular demand from 
students and the employment marketplace. Project Management 
can be beneficial to you no matter which industry you belong to 
or would like to be in such as the aeronautical, construction or 


technology industries. 


Choose from a range of coursework masters, graduate diplomas 
and certificates across all areas of information technology. 
Research programs, credit recognition, off-campus study and 
International Merit Scholarships are also available. Monash offers 


cutting-edge research, outstanding academics, superb facilities 
and a prestigious reputation recognised around the world. 


For further information visit it. monash.edu/postgrad 


CRICOS Provider: Monash University O0008C 
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MODDING 


how to... 


Add lighting 


to your PC 


Antony Leather shows you how to add lighting to 
your PC to make it really stand out from the crowd. 


here are plenty of ways to add illumination to your | CHOOSE COLOURS 

PC, and if you haven't moked with cathodes, The choice of colouris an important factor with PC lighting, asitis for clothes or bedroom walls. Getit 

LEDs or light strips yet, you're definitely missing out right andit looks great; get it wrong and your PC can often end up looking much worse. Unlike clothes 
on a fun and rewarding way of making your PC unique, as and bedrooms, though, it’s usually best to use just one colour, ortwo complementary colours such 
well as making it fantastic to look at. as green and yellow. Definitely avoid any rainbow effects. 


However, it isn’t just a case of reaching for a bunch 
of cathodes and stashing them haphazardly inside your 
PC. Following a few simple rules will mean your PC looks 
professional, rather than being lit up like a King’s Cross 
whorehouse. In essence, it’s more important to highlight 
your favourite hardware than to simply make your PC bright 
enough to be able to see it through the adjoining wall. 


COLOUR MATCHING 

It's also worth considering any details on 
your case. Ifit has red logos, LED fans or 
switches, then green or blue lightingis a 
bad idea. In general, the lighting should 
match these details, except for white 
lighting, whichis pretty universal. If your 
PCis water-cooled, the tubing or coolant 
colour should determine the colours of 
your lighting. The only exceptions to the 
rules involve the use of UV lighting. 
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tools you'll need 


: | CHOOSE ALIGHTING TYPE 
. F : '  Theinsideof modern PC cases can be very 
LED Light Strip - Comeina ‘ | different-some are modular and some have 
variety of colours, are durable | mid-sections, while others have huge gaping 
and long-lasting, yet consume : : voids. Thankfully, there are lights to suit every 


scenario. LED strips are slightly bendy lengths 
. ae |. Ofbright LEDs that can fit into slopes and 

| IG ht. Ri gl d. ’ straight edges. Cathodes are long cylindrical 

Cold Cathode Fluorescent ‘lights that are great for illuminating large areas, 


. = : . while flex lights are even more flexible than the 
Lig hts - CCFLs come ina va riety 3 LED strips. Our favourite choice is LED strips, as 


of colours (including UV), can VEN they're bright, easy to install andtiexible. 
shatter if mistreated, and may : 
require mounting of an included 
inverter box. Generally 
unidirectional. Rigid. 

LED Flex Lights - Come ina 
variety of colours, generally 
durable and long-lasting, low 
power consumption. Directional 


little power. Very directional 


TEST FIT 

The location of your lighting 

is extremely important, soit’s 
worth performing several dry 
runs with the light powered on 
tosee how everything looks. If 
you have a side window, make 
sure that you put that on to see 
howitlooks, as it may affect 
the position you choose for the 
lights we recommend keeping 
the light source out of sight. 


UV Fan Grilles - Can be 
coloured or plain, typically 
constructed of plastic. Will glow 
in the presence of UV lighting, 
best used with minimal visible 
lights. Hard to find. 


: 
i 
| 
| 
light, flexible for awkward spaces. 
| 
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INSTALL THE LIGHTS 

LED light strips usually have adhesive backing, so there's very little to do when installing 
them. Simply peel away the protective strip and attach them in place. CCFLs will sometimes 
be mounted to plastic clips that are adhered to the case. It's worth making absolutely sure 
you're installing them in the right place, as they can be tricky to remove and re-apply. 
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REPLACE YOUR SIDE PANEL 

We opted to show offthe lights through our side panel window, but only at certain angles. 
By placing the LED strip towards the rear and bottom of the case, there's very little 
evidence where the lights are, but there’s still a powerful glow through the window. 


WATER COOLING 

Lighting can be used to fantastic effect if your PC is water-cooled. 
UV-reactive tubing, coolant and waterblocks are available, all of 
which will glow under a UV light. Alternatively, due to the vibrant 
colours of UV tubing and coolant and the large, flat metal surfaces 
that often accompany waterblocks, they're also very photogenic 
when using secondary white lighting. 
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ULTRAVIOLET 

The UV effect isn’t limited to water-cooling enthusiasts. There are plenty of components for air cooling that glow 
under UV light. Fan grilles, cables, cable sleeving, connectors, and even cable ties are available in UV-reactive 
colours. Here, we've installed a blue UV fan grille and illuminated it using a UV cathode. Whatever you choose to 
personalise your case, we'd love to see it — post it up. on Atomic’s Forums for everyone else, too 


MODDING 


UTORIALS 


BON 


DIM THE LIGHTS 
As you can see, the case looks great, as we've matched the LED strip to the red lights on 


Our cooler andin the front of the case. We've chosen to leave some of our lighting visible as a 
visual effect; partly due to case design and partly to match the existing LED fan. 


TRY OTHER COLOURS 
Wealso had white LED strips to hand—they are not prohibitively expensive —and white 
light can add a pure, clean look to your case, although it willtend to drown out other 
colours and any UV-reactive parts. However it's a safe colour to mix; as you can see, it 
looks great with the red LED fan. 
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ee CAT EVERYONE 


HEAR THEM COMING. SEE THEM GOING. TURTLE BEACH STANDS ALONE IN IMMERSIVE, FULL-SPECTRUM AUDIO FOR GAMING. 


www.turtlebeachheadsets.com.au 


Distributed By: 


Interactive Entertainment Specialists 


t's that time of the year again. 

You know what what we mean, right? For most 
people, the lead up to Xmas means getting ready 
for family, friends and good cheer. For gamers, 
though, it's the start of a hard slog trhough game... 
after game... after game. 

That certainly describes our own last month of 
gaming. We've journeyed through broken worlds 
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.\ GAMEPLAY 


Sponsored by 


in search of salvation, fought goblins and spiders, 
engaged in gritty uroan combat, and raced the 
finest machines that money and engineering can 
build. There's even been an outbreak of the undead. 
Even more tenifying... this is just the start! But 
that's okay — we're here for you, telling you what's 
hot, what's not, and what really, really needs some 
work to be worthwhile. Read on, brave gamer! 
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se imthe world has kicked off its 12th iteration 
Fc chingly sdvanlea thee tech to exciting new and cross-game 
places. Nathan Lawrence grabs a shovel and digs beneath the pitch. 


ae that follows a yearly release in a [yearly] cycle. Our old system worked such For lan Jarvis, line producer for FIFA 12 on 
model is often a proposition fraught with that every time PC, his challenges were a lot more platform- 
danger for gamers; particularly when the series two players collide in the game, we would specific. “The biggest challenge for us last 

has a ‘12’ in the title. The implication of such a analyse how they came together on one year was to bring the next-gen engine over to 
release model tends to suggest that hitting a frame, and try and decide in that one frame PC. People had been asking for this for such 
yearly release window is more important than what should happen from the collision. So along time. Maybe one of the challenges was __ 
forging a progressive title that is sufficiently we were trying to'take as much context from the messaging: how we tell gamers that we’ve 
different from earlier franchise entries. Sports that situation as possible, but it's hard for us to brought next-gen over to PC, but it's not quite 
games are a tad more challenging in this respect _ extrapolate too long into the future to figure out the same as console. FIFA 11 on PC was a very 
because the real-world equivalents they’re exactly what was gonna happen.” unique and hybrid experience.” 


based on aren't exactly revolutionising their 


formulas year to yeas After al, werenctealy “It lets @ certain amount of time pass where we 


going to see all the various forms of football 


merge into a super sporting code anytime soon. Cam learn what the momentum is as a result of 


We were armed with this understanding 
of these inherent design challenges when 7 H oats ” 
we visited EA Cae earlier se year. To be physical interaction between those two players. 
honest, we weren’t expecting a whole lot 
that was different from FIFA 11.When David «is T 
Rutter, the game's line producer, espoused 2% * 
the clever marketing design approach of FIFA , ‘ 
12, “revolution, not evolution’, we scoffed. But it 
wasn't long before we realised that we’d been 
far too quick to judge a development team that 
was fiercely aware of fan feedback; and, more 
importantly, eager to progress and impress. 


Past performance 

Every FIFA 12 developer we've interviewed 
has made comparisons to what didn’t work in 
FIFA 11; which was a critical and commercial 
success. For Aaron McHardy, gameplay 
producer of FIFA 12, his concerns revolved 
around the flawed collision handling of the last 
game. “We had technical limitations in our old 
system that we were unable to solve feasibly 
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PC-specific love 


For any interview scenario on a 
multiplatform title, you can bet your 


gaming dollar we'll ask them if PC 
gamers can expect any specific features. 
Here’s how lan answered that particular 
query: “So with PC we’ve got Origin. 
Once you download the Origin client you 
can use it to play FIFA, you can use it to 
matchmake with other players, you can 
use it to add friends, chat with people, 
that kind of stuff. Also, a lot of these 

PC players have some pretty high-end 
machines that can run the game at really 
high aspect ratios or with antialiasing 
and various details, and we allow those 
players to kind of tinker with that and 
provide the best technical options for 
them to give them the best experience.” 


Revolution: Step 1 
The impressive tech offering of FIFA 12 is based 
on a trinity of innovations: the Player Impact 
Engine, Tactical Defending, and Precision 
Dribbling. While the latter two items are certainly 
important to the new way that FIFA 12 plays, it 
was the Player Impact Engine that was the real 
game-changer for us. Aaron, who was also 

._ the lead developer of the Player Impact Engine, 
broke it down: 

“The new Player Impact Engine accounts for 
every single collision that’s happening on every 
single frame, and we process that information 
in real-time. We no longer take a best educated 
guess at what the outcome will be and try and 
find an appropriate animation to play. We actually 
let the two guys collide and let physics tell us 
what should happen with a little bit of intelligence 
as far as how the player’s muscle system works 
to drive their limbs towards where they want to 
go. Those things put together allow us to do 
it all in real-time, and it lets a certain amount of 
time pass where we can actually learn what the 
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new momentum is as a result of the physical 
interaction between those two players and know 
that we’re getting an accurate outcome when 
we play the new animations over top.” 


Learning from reality 
Mike Day, art director in all things FIFA, broke 
down the importance of advancing the visual 
aesthetic across the board. “We really wanted to 
touch on presentation this year. We spent a lot 
of time on players and models for FIFA 11, so it 
wasn’t something that we really felt we needed 
to address this year. We wanted to really freshen 
up the game immediately when you boot it, so 
redoing the menus and the look of those was 
high on our list. But the one must-do thing was 
presentation, which touches on everything from 
the menu system to in-game overlays and how 
we present the game: new camera, new lighting, 
all of those things.” 

While the menu system alterations mark a 
big jump from FIFA 11 to 12, it was the subtle 
important changes to the camera and lighting 
that have the most impact on how FIFA 12 plays. 


Lights, camera, action 

lan delved into the importance of the camera 
alteration. “Basically what we did with the 
camera was we just dropped it down a little bit 
to give the pitch a little bit more depth. | think 
last year what we were seeing on some of the 
feedback from consumers was that it kind of felt 
like the players were the same height, whether 
they were close to you or far away on the default 
camera setting. And now that we’ve brought the 
camera down.a touch, it adds a little bit more 
depth to the way things are. So someone who's 
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further away on the pitch will appear slightly 
smaller and someone who's a little bit more close 
up will fee! a bit larger.” : 
Aaron took the idea further when he talked 
about alterations to the lighting for FIFA 12. 
“From the gameplay perspective, what we’ve 
been pushing for a while, and the art guys have 
definitely delivered this year, is to try and make 
the players feel like they’re more athletic, that 
they’re stronger on the ball, and lighting has 
a big impact on that. Some of the character 
lighting changes that were made, such as what 
angle the players are lit from, allows them to 
do that. You'll see a little more of that leg detail 
and you'll see a little more of that muscle of 
the stature of the player, which makes them 
feel like athletes a little bit more. | think that the 
guys nailed this in that everything the players 
do, from controlling the ball to kicking the 
ball, feels a lot more ‘football’ because of a lot 
of the changes that have been made on the 
presentation side of things.” 


Budgeting for new tech 
One of the recurring themes in our FIFA 12 
interviews was that the goal was to make the 
game as identical as possible across platforms. 
While we can respect the realities of EA Canada 
attempting to curb the spread of fanboyism as it 
relates to platform advantages, the problem of a 
multiplatform design approach is that consoles 
are limited by their hardware. Mike was first to 
highlight this limitation in regards to art design. 
“Hardware and memory constraints are always 
tough for us. There are a number of ways that 
we could make things look instantly better 
through higher-res texture maps and 
resolution of models, but we’re continually 
limited by what the consoles can process. So 


every year if we want to add something new, 
we have to optimise something that’s already in 
there, or reduce memories in other areas to get 
new things into the game.” 

Aaron was quick to reaffirm that FIFA 12’s 
emphasis was more on optimisation and not 
detracting from other areas of the engine. “We 
did spend a lot of time optimising this year, but 
the good news is that our old collision system 
was fairly similar in cost to the new one; not 
exactly similar, our new system is a little bit more 
expensive processing-wise than the old one. But 
it wasn't like ten times as expensive to put in the 
new collision system. There was a lot of time 
spent on optimising the system so that it can 
operate on the PC, the 360 and the PS3.” 

But what does this translate to in terms of 
the minimum requirements for FIFA 12 on PC, 
lan? “For PC specifically, our mem spec didn’t 
actually change from last year to this year so 
| think that the team did a pretty good job 
considering that the game demands a lot more 
but we were able to stay at the same level of 
minimum spec requirements.” 


Keyboard + mouse = fail 
Let's face facts: when it comes to core gaming, 
no console controller will ever stand up to 

the accuracy of a mouse or the numerous 
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keystroke possibilities of a Keyboard. But when 
it comes to FIFA 12, using the PC's default 
control methodology will put the average player 
at a disadvantage. lan offered this explanation. 
“You can use keyboard to play the game, but 
obviously without the 360-degree motion you 
have on most of the gamepads, you’re kind 
of limited. But about 15 or 20 per cent of PC 
players prefer to use the keyboard [in FIFA]. We 
do support approximately 30 different controllers, 
so we’ve also added the ability to add numeric 
button icons that people can customise as well.” 
But not all hope is lost for the 15-20 per cent 
of PC gamers who refuse to plug in a controller. 
“The game really does play best on the gamepad; 
that’s kind of the main message. But we don’t 
want to alienate any of our keyboard-loving 
brothers and sisters. I’ve already seen a couple _ 
of keyboard users post some pretty cool videos 
on some skill moves and tricks that they did, 
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“Battlefield and other games at EA have also 
adopted FIFA locomotion technology... the 
system that we use for our players to run.” 


and | kinda wish that they posted videos of their 
hands rather than the screen, because that 
would be more amazing to me.” 


Modding versus cheating 
When it comes to online gaming, two of the 
biggest current issues in the PC community 
are modding and cheating, and how they are 
intrinsically linked. The appeal of mod potential 
is fantastic because it can breathe new life 
into games well beyond the initial shelf life and 
_before a gamer has to reach for their wallet for 
DLC or anew game. But modifying a game 
too much can impact the balance and overall 
fairness of competitive multiplayer. lan was very 
open about the inherent dichotomy of these 
competing factors. 

“The big issue is PC cheating, especially online. 
We've got a pretty active mod community that 
like to find different ways to enhance the game 
or customise it to their liking, but some of them 
get very creative with the.ways they cheat online 
as well. So that’s been a challenge for us as well, 
and that was probably the biggest sore point 
from last year, and we've certainly taken a lot of 
measures to adjust to that this year, so hopefully 
that will all move smoothly.” 

So how does EA Canada make the distinction 
between modding and cheating? Aaron 
explained: “We like to draw the line at any time 
someone is doing something to gain themselves 
a competitive advantage in winning games, 
that’s kind of where we draw the line between 
modding and cheating. And we love modding 
but we don’t really like cheating that much.” 

Hear, hear. 


The strength of ANT 


One of EA’s impressive competitive edges is 
how liberally they share their various engine 
technologies between developers, by way of a 
central technology development team. Aaron 


atemic 


WARNES ye hy 


Hy NR ey Lea 


ru 


talked to us about where the other games, 
such as Battlefield 3, fit into the puzzle. “So 
Battlefield is now using the ANT [Animation 
Toolkit] technology and | think that a lot of people 
attribute that to FIFA, but ANT is a shared 
technology at EA; it’s for all of our animation 
technology. We should give a lot of eredit 
because there have been pioneers before us 
who have contributed. Games like Fight Night 
and NHL have tried physics-based collision 
systems before and we got to learn from their 
efforts and then tailor our system to take their 
stuff and incorporate that into what we do.” 
“Battlefield and a few other games at EA have 
also adopted FIFA locomotion technology, which 
is a part of ANT, and that is what Battlefield 3 is 
really getting a lot of gains from this year. This 
is the system that we use for our players to 
run around the pitch that really is conscious of 
momentum and player weight and turning rates 
and all of this stuff, and momentum is a key 
fundamental part for our locomotion engine. 
And that’s what Battlefield has incorporated 
into their game” 

All things considered, we find it rather 
inspirational that EA Canada has injected so 
much new technology into a game that could 
just as easily have been a reskinning of FIFA 
11. They have earned the right to call FIFA 12 a 
gaming revolution. @ 
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ONLINE TRASH TALK 


Maybe it’s the age of the audience or the competitive nature 
of multiplayer games, but online banter is rife with threats 
and insults of all types. GTZ from www.FatUglyOrSlutty. 
com explains why she collects an archive of sexist abuse and 
why gamers aren't as witty as they might think ... 


Wi= | was first shown the offensive 
messages that my friend, Jaspir, received, 


| laughed. Their crudeness was so hilariously 
over the top that it was nothing short of 
ridiculous. I’d been told many times by people | 
know and trust that online games are a wild and 
untamed jungle, with pictures of genitalia hiding 
around every corner and links to shock sites 
embedded everywhere. However, it wasn’t until 
| was actually shown the messages that | really 
understood, and something finally clicked. 


| thought | was alone in this misunderstanding. 


| figured every gamer must already know how 
horrible the world of multiplayer gaming is and 
that I’d only missed it because | don’t play online 
very often. | figured the lewd content and insults 
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were accepted by everyone as a hazard of the 
hobby -— it’s just trash-talk, right? 

My friends and | started FatUglyOrSlutty. 
com to collect examples of nastiness in one 
place so that we could have a chuckle about 
how stupid and ridiculous it was; our very own 
FailBlog of gaming. 

Then, on the day that | affectionately refer to 
as The Redditpocalypse, the situation changed. 
Two hundred thousand people descended upon 
the site, which overloaded under the strain, and 
a number of articles, blogs and forum threads 
started to spread the news through the net. 
Suddenly, everyone was in on the joke. Not 
everyone found it funny, however. 

Many of the first comments came from 


This article contains frequent profanity 

and unending stupidity. If you find this 

content offensive please turn the page 
to something more comfortable. 
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YOUR WIEWS 


‘there is also 

the common 
perception that 

all girls that play 
games online will 
go out with you 
and are super hot’ 


dylan, email 


deal with the influx of idiocy. My cohorts like to 
fire back with their own trash talk, while others 
choose to simply ignore it and use the mute 
button. In a frustrating self-fulfilling prophecy, 
many people are under the impression that 
nothing happens when you report bad behaviour 
to online moderators, so they don’t bother. 

The most common coping method I’ve heard 
about, though, is also the saddest — to not play 
online at all. Both the men and women I’ve 
spoken to have said that they sometimes ignore 
the multiplayer componeni of a game due to the 
likelihood of encountering obscene players. 

| consider this to be a genuinely sad state of 
affairs. Video games are supposed to be fun, but 
many people think that it just isn’t worth their 
time to play with their tormentors, so they steer 
clear of games entirely purely to avoid the abuse. 

Another common strategy for women is 
to disguise their gender when they’re online. 


‘The childish and 
unsportsmanlike 


people who, like myself, were shocked. It was Instead of embracing their own identity, they b a " d 
only when the information was presented all feel forced to assume the default gender and e avi O Ur a Nn 
at once that anyone realised how widespread become the stereotype male. This isn’t restricted 


this behaviour is. Online players the world over 
are spewing unbelievable bile through their 
keyboards and microphones whenever they 
discover that supposedly rare female gamer. 

And their spelling is appalling. 

The chunks floating in that bile are usually 
from the same disgusting buffet. Female gamers 
don’t need to spend long reading before they 
recognise the messages — they've received nearly 
identical love letters before. They've already been 
told to ‘suck a [too much even for us]’ (http:// 
tinyurl.com/feebleoutburst), or ‘you fat f**kin 
tomboy go kill yourself’ (http://tinyurl.com/ 
notomboys) or ‘uno ur an ugly girl wen u play 
xbox’ (http://tinyurl.com/uglygamer). They've 
come to expect this level of romance from online 
gaming and, of course, they recognise the jokes 
that inspired the 1950s-housewife aesthetic of 
FatUglyorSlutty itself — get back in the kitchen. 


‘Make me a sandwich’ 


Women have developed various strategies to 
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attitudes on display 
here do nothing but 
set gaming back 

in its quest to be 
treated seriously. 
It's no wonder 
developers still treat 
all gamers like rabid 
14 year olds.’ 


thesorehead, email 


Lo 


‘| think the 
tolerance I've 


‘| think the | 
line between | 
acceptable 

developed makes : ‘smack talk’ ; 
me a better , Gao Ce, and flat out J 
gamer anda in ewe | abuse has oe 
more resilient A | Sas been blurred | 


human being’ to the point 
patrick, email where people 


don' 

to choosing ‘TotallyADude69’ as a username woman say something on voice-chat. I’ve seen 0 t even 

or selecting the brawniest, most chiselled several readers comment that this onslaught isn’t re a | ise wh at 

male avatar — it also means not plugging in a usually triggered by any in-game event or the 

microphone or webcam. It seems that by far content of what they said — all that matters is that | 1 

the quickest way to elicit a barrage of abuse the speaker is a woman. | S a p p rop r | ate 

and laughably awkward come-ons is to have a Target spotted. a nym O re r 


leslie, email 


show her 
it’s a man’s world 


Van Heusen’ 


man’s world 


Christmas tie that 


Other Van Heusen tice from $1.00 to $2.50 


As aresult of this, women play in silence. 
Target neutralised. 


‘Girls don’t play games’ 
ronically, this silence leads to a self-reinforcing 
stereotype that ‘girls don’t play games’, even in 
spite of statistics (http://tinyurl.com/vitalstats) 
that say otherwise. Since they don’t often hear 
emale voices through their headsets, many 
gamers believe they don’t encounter any women 
playing video games. 


97450 
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[, @ Message Text 

only reason girls play video 
games is cuz they r the fat ugly 
rejects that no guy wants to fick 
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In a similar respect, there's also 
a common stereotype about the 
harassers, in that they’re all 13-year- 
old American virgin boys who limit 
themselves only to games such 
as Call of Duty, Halo, or Heroes of 
Newerth. Just as all women gamers 
become either fat, ugly or slutty, 
there's a confirmation bias at work 
here. We remember details that 
stand out, such as birth dates 
in usernames or whiny voices 
coming through crappy speakers, 
and therefore, they stand out more 
than they should. 

The fact is, even if the abuse did 
only come from these young boys then 
hese teens would still grow up. They 
probably won't mature as such, but 
hey’ll definitely grow older and taller! As 
proof, some of the mosi disturbingly intense 
and hateful voice message submissions 
http://tinyurl.com/angrymanchild) have come 
from men who've obviously survived puberty. The 
result is made even more powertul because, now 
Little Timmy is all grown up, he’s only become 
more articulate, capable and creepy. 

Give the cretins their due, though — these 
messages are at least bringing victims together. 
These men and women now see that they’re 
part of the legion of the harassed. They’re part of 
a crowd who knew that things had grown bad, 
but had given up on convincing people or just 
didn’t care to talk about it anymore. These vulgar 
valentines can be upsetting, but collecting them 
together on www.FatUglyOrSlutty.com shows 
that they take on a different tone when put on 
display for others. The more effort they put into 
the profanity or lewd proposals, the funnier it is 
to share with other recipients, and the greater 
the catharsis becomes when you strip the 
provocateurs of their power. 


One big, happy family 

What strikes me about all this is that the original 
effect can be reversed; the words that originally 
might have incited a feeling of ‘Il am different, 

| don’t belong here, maybe 1’ll go make that 
sandwich’ are pulling people together as a group 
with a common experience. 


Rep tok tks 
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Recreation 
tea Message Text 
accept my friends request i 


Wanna put my big dingaling in 
ur butt 
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This is undoubtedly an unintentional effect, as 
| doubt the eloquent soul behind ‘U are nothing 
but a stuped bitch’ ever expected anything 
positive to come from his comment (http:// 
tinyurl.com/zanderbar). 

Still: gamers such as this fellow, who calls 
himself ‘Zanderbar’, are bringing together people 
on the receiving end of the abuse and should be 
applauded for that. Right? (= 


a Message Text 

im going to travel back in 
time.. find a dinosaur egg.. 
bring it back to the future, sit 


on it til it hatches, raise it, love 
it, and then watch it mangle 
your lifeless and helpless 
carcass,, while | touch myself 
inappropriately 
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WAR IN THE NORTH 


The Lord of the Rings: 


War in the North 


Two missions down, countless orcs killed, much gear pillaged. We explore 
Snowblind’s behind the scenes take on the War of the Ring. 


Te is one of those occasions where it's 
worth pointing out that | am a giant Lord of 
the Rings geek. Maybe ‘diehard fan’ is a better 
description, actually. | Know the books back 

to front, have run a number of pen-and-paper 
Middle Earth campaigns, cry during the movies 
(Boromir! *sob*), and was once the Loremaster 
of my Kinship in Lord of the Rings Online. | am 
a fan, a student, and an admirer of Professor 
Tolkien's grand fantastic creation. 

However (with the exception of the 
aforementioned LotRO), there haven't really been 
any good Lord of the Rings-based games that 
have grabbed us. Most games set in Middle 
Earth tend to be little more than film-based 
cash-ins that initially look right but have no 
heart, or original efforts trying to get out from 
under the massive weight of the movie franchise 
that get buried in obscurity and, well, oddness. 
Then there are abject failures, like Middle Earth: 
Conquest, which I’m sure not only made the 
good Professor spin in his grave, but eventually 
re-animate to track down and devour all 
developers involved as punishment. 

And now we have the latest movie-based 
effort. War in the North takes its visual and audio 
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clues straight fromm Peter Jackson's playbook, 
but takes the story in a direction that’s quite 
separate from that shown in the film. However, 
it’s all based on a lot of references in Tolkien's 
work, both in the appendices for The Lord of the 


Rings, and in various ‘unfinished tales’. What 
we end up with is something that unmistakeably 
looks like Middle Earth (and let’s admit it — 
Jackson really nailed it), while featuring a fresh 
story with new characters and settings. 
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Swords and shields 
and armour - oh my 


While the combat is intensely button 
mashy, War in the North’s gear system 
is firmly traditional. You’ve got the 
usual slots for helmets, armour, boots, 
jewellery and so on, and two weapon 
slots that can take two handed items 
like staves and double-handed swords, 
one handed weapons and shields, or 
duel wielding if you’re the ranger. 

Ranged weapons like bows have 
their own slot, and also require 
ammo - thankfully, ammo drops 
are plentiful thanks to a multitude of 
ranged-weapon carrying enemies. 
However, you'll still want to be careful 
about spamming arrows at everything 
that moves. 

Gear can easily be swapped 
between characters, so handing out 
potions or swapping armour should 
be easy, but a lot of the gear is also 
character specific, and so can only be 
picked up by those characters. The 
dwarf, for instance, will get nothing out 
of a wizard’s staff, so can’t pick it up. 
This system guarantees people get the 
equipment they need, and cuts down 
picking up useless ‘trash’ gear. 

Quest rewards are all about choice, 
too. In one instance through our 
Mirkwood playthrough, we assisted 
an elf lost in the woods, and in return 
we each received a reward package. 
Opening this from your inventory 
revealed a range of items - in the 
ranger’s case, some swords, a neat 
bow, and some appropriate armour. 
This is great, guaranteeing that there 
will almost always be something you 
want to use. 
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that are designed from the outset to integrate 
with and depend on each other. These roles 
are heavily based on the now classic MMO 
party roles, too, so this is something that most 
people who play modern RPGs will instinctively 
understand. At its simplest, the dwarf warrior 
tanks bad-guys, the human ranger deals ranged 
damage and some close burst damage, while 
the elf loremaster delivers support and healing, 
with a bit of damage mixed in. 

On top of that, each character also possesses 
a unique non-combat skill. Interestingly, these 
involve gameplay elements that are literally 
only visible to that player. Only the ranger can 
see tracks, which often lead off to treasures or 


The other guys 

We recently got a special hands-on 
session with a goodly chunk of 

the game. We also got to see ihe 
opening introduction, which places 
the game in the context of the films and 
books, and that was arguably one of the 
most impressive bits — but, as warned, we’re not 
unbiased in these matters. 

Fans of the books will Know that when the 
Nine Riders (big, breathy fellows in black cloaks) 
rode into the Shire they were opposed by a 
group of Aragorn’s kinsmen at a place called 
Sarn Ford. This is glossed over in the films, 
but here it’s where the game 
pretty much starts. The three 
playable characters — Farin 
the dwarf, Andriel the elf and 
Eradan the human — are survivors of 
that ill-fated defence, and after they report to 
Aragorn and warn him of a human lord aiding 
the Riders, he sends them north, to the fallen 
and long forgotten city of Fornost. 

As a fan, this is great stuff, and getting to see 
the Riders cut through the Rangers trying to 
defend the Shire is bit of a treat, as it effectively 
happens off the page even in the books. All 
these places are familiar and known, and it’s 
great to see them getting some attention and a 
Peter Jackson-styled makeover. From this one 
scene alone, it’s clear to see that Snowblind’s 
writers clearly know their stuff, and are keen to 
keep the fans as well as the casual players on- 
side. However, you can have all the awesome 
details and in-the-know name-drops in the 
world, but without a good actual game to 
back it up, you’re in trouble. 


Smiting for beginners 
The single unifying mechanic of War in the 
North is its cooperative gameplay. The three 
characters each offer very different skillsets 
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1. 


. How will control and UI elements be handled on the PC? 


. What is the final balance in the game between combat and 


How is player match-making going to be handled on the PC? 
Matchmaking for the PC version of The Lord of the Rings: War in 
the North will be handled through Steam, along with voice chat, 
achievements, and friends lists. When creating a multiplayer 
game, you can create a public game that anyone can join, or a 
private invite-only game. 


The PC controls are traditional WASD movement and 
mouselook; left-click is attack and right-click is heavy attack. 
There’s a hotbar in the HUD for commonly used actions (special 
attacks, potions), and all of the action keys are remappable. 
The default PC controls have been very intuitive for players in 
our usability tests, but the controls are configurable for more 
advanced players. 


story elements? 

The Lord of the Rings: War in the North is an Action RPG, 
so it incorporates both elements. While the story is an 
in-depth new tale based in the same timeframe as 
the War of the Ring, the combat is the heart of the 
game, particularly how the three hero characters’ 
abilities interact. Players who are looking for a great 
story will be wholly satisfied, and players who want 
great combat will be fighting lots of enemies, and 
configuring their character to be a valuable member of their 
gameplay fellowship. 

That’s why we've focused so much on giving the player a lot 
of choices in combat; whether you’re building up your critical 
hit combo meter; or using one of the special attacks you’ve 
unlocked in the skill tree, or alternating blocking and counter- 
attacks, we want to make sure the player has a lot of tools they 
can use in combat. 


. Is the game a linear advancement, or are there branching 
options and locations for players to explore? 6. What kind of replayability angles are there in the game? Are loot 
The game is largely driven forward by the story, but there are and quest items randomized at all? 
plenty of side areas and side quests that reward exploration. All of the loot dropped from containers and enemies in The Lord 
Players who dive deeper into the story and spend time talking of the Rings: War in the North is randomized, though it is filtered 
to the NPCs will uncover more side quests. Many of the side somewhat (the Elf will find more staffs, and the Ranger will find 
quests are only unlocked when other side quests are completed, more bows, for example, and enemy archers will drop arrows more 
and the rewards for completing them can be very useful. There frequently than swords). Some quest rewards are random and some 
are also plenty of secret areas that can only be found by a are specific, depending on the quest. There are huge advantages 
specific hero, so you'll find a lot of good loot if you play together to players who replay levels or the entire game; first, each level will 
with friends. have different encounters if you return to it later, and some side 

quests will require you to revisit previously played levels. Second, 

. The game borrows a lot of established conventions from since many hidden areas can only be accessed by certain heroes, 
MMO games - is this a handy shorthand for RPG developers there are big rewards waiting for any player who replays a level as a 
to take? Is it now hard to innovate in this kind of genre? different character. Third, once you beat the game the first time, you 
Most genres have established control and UI conventions; if can play the whole game through a second (and third) time at harder 
those conventions fit a game, it’s great to be able to use them difficulties with the same Fellowship, building them up and improving 
because then the players don’t have to worry as much about their skills and equipment with each playthrough. 
learning the mechanics and can just get straight into the game. 
| think players will see a lot of similarities between the controls 7. How much experience can be earned - will players eventually be 
and UI for The Lord of the Rings: War in the North and the able to max out every skill tree, or is there a hard limit just how 
conventions used in Snowblind’s previous Action RPGs, like far that progression can go? 
Baldur's Gate: Dark Alliance. It’s better for the developers and Most players will max out one of the three branches of their skill tree 
for the players to be able to take controls that players are familiar during their first playthrough. By the third playthrough they should be | | 
with, and add new features like our blocking/counter-attack able to unlock everything in all three trees, and some players will be | 
system to make the experience fresh and modern. able to max out their entire tree by then. 


enemies; only the dwarf can see hidden doors 
or areas of weakened rock; only the elf can spot 
useful herbs and plants that she can turn into 
potions. One of the big tenets of the game is 
that cooperation is the difference between life or 
death, and at a time when many co-op games 
are trying to turn cooperative play in to some 
strange contest (with a winner, no less — we're 
looking at you, FEAR3), it’s nice to see someone 
thinking of how to make the gimmick more 
about teamwork, and less about griefing. 
However, the rest of the game is essentially 
classic button-mashing fantasy fair. This is either 
a really, really good, or a really, really bad thing. 

We're in two minds because we keep getting 
the feeling that we’re not seeing the game at its 
best; that by seeing the game in such a stop 
start manner we’re unable to ride the highs and 
lows of the actual story. When you think about 
it, everyone loves the epic fights and dazzling 
swordplay of the books and films, it’s the quieter 
moments of that give it heart. Boromir’s passing, 
the sadness of the Elves leaving Middle Earth 
forever, and ultimately the unfailing friendship of 
Frodo and Sam. It’s these moments that few 
games based on The Lord of the Rings have 
managed to capture. 


In a lot of ways, choosing a frenetic and 
bloody combat system could be the game’s best 
decision. It’s satisfying in a way that the old EA 
movie titles could never live up to, and the co-op 
elements — needing to revive fallen companions 
or save them from the clutches of trolls and giant 
spiders — only deepens the experience. War in 
the North uses a tried and true combination of 
light and heavy attacks that can be chained 
together into stronger combos, directional attack 
mechanics, and a host of special abilities that 
can be unlocked as characters level up. 

Each character has three skill paths that 
are not unlike WoW’s now almost universal 
Talent system, and each path strengthens a 
different aspect of that characters native skills. 
For instance, as the human, you can choose 
between melee and ranged skills, and the 
deeper you go into each the more options open. 
Uniquely, from our play session, it even looks as 
though spreading this skills around — essentially 
being a jack of all trades, master of none — is 
a viable option. Perhaps the best option is 
reaching the top of each skill tree, granting an 
actionable power that can be used in combat. 
From the dwart’s furious strikes that hit all 
surrounding targets, to the elf’s shining bubble of 


healing, each of these skills is useful in its 
own right. 

One thing we really do like, even if the button- 
mashing isn’t quite our perfect Middle Earth 
ideal, is that the fights are actually hard. The 
controls are pure action, but the requirements 
of victory owe much more to MMOs. Careful 
doling out of healing, the blowing of cool-down 
skills, and careful management of enemy aggro 
are all necessary. Running off to kill something 
by yourself will get you killed. Ignoring the big 
glowing heal button, will get your friends (then 
you) killed. Not dodging, not blocking and not 
handing out healing potions (it occurs to us 
the elf is bit of a dealer, really), will... you get the 
message. This difficulty level is actually quite 
welcome, and more complex levels — like one 
which sees you and your companions use two 
ballistae to defend a dwarven fortress — is a 
perfect example of how challenging this game 
can be at its best. 

We hope the pacing of the game is such 
that it balances exploration and story with the 
generous action sequences. If Snowblind can 
manage that, then this is going to be a strong 
addition to Middle Earth gaming canon. (2) DH 


PC, PS3, Xbox 360 (previewed on Xbox) 


Developer Snowblind:Studios 
Publisher. Warner Interactive 
Website --www.warinthenorth.com 


Visceral combat; 


excellent use 
of lore; tops:musi ; 


We really want this 
to be good... 


& 


DIABLO Ill BETA 


PREVIEVV 


Diablo Ill beta impressions: 
MOAR CLICKS 


The clickiest game of all time is back. But what is Diablo III’s beta promising for 
the future of this beloved franchise? 


TT" Diablo series of games is what we like 
to call social glue. While there are many 
games that you can enjoy in a group, there 
have been few that level up to the kind of fun 
times that Diablo has given me and a wide 
group of my friends. 

There’s a lot of reasons for this. Playing 
co-operatively is of course a big one - arguably 
the biggest — but there’s also the stat-sharing 
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side. I’ve been playing solo, next to another 

pal playing solo, and we’ve had a great time 
comparing gear, stat-progression, and so on. 
Then of course there were those old school 
challenge modes, like Iron Man Diablo, which 
used to form the backdrop for many a weekend 
spent at one particular mate’s place, as we all 
took turns seeing how deep we could get into 
Diablo’s lair before succumbing to death. 


Then there’s also the fact that when you get 
entire households pretty much living the game, 
it just becomes a part of the shared vernacular 
of friendship. To this day, anyone in my group 
of friends can yell ‘Barbarian CHEMISSSSST’ 
and be guaranteed a laugh. Long story. 

So, with that in mind, Diablo Ill has a lot to 
live up to, at a very personal level. Plus, other 
people really dig it too — who knew!? 


Where are my stat points? 
The beta features the first major quest chain 
— killing some skanky Skeleton King — from 
the game, and excludes the Versus arena 
play that’s got a lot of people curious, but is 
otherwise unlimited. All classes are open, 
and you can play publically, solo, or invite 
friends to keep you company on your racially 
motivated home invasions (“Goblins? Goblins 
ain’t got no rights!”). 
Character creation is typically fast, slowed 
down only by the new ability to choose the 
gender of your adventurer. That bomb-shell 
dealt with, we picked a male Demon Hunter 
and dove into the game. 
Blizzard is great at creating a streamlined 
early-game experience, and that’s pretty much 
what you’ve got here. It might be a little boring 
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for those of you who are still re-rolling toons 
to plow through Diablo I! (you’re out there!), 
but for those who haven’t played in years, 
or those who are new to the franchise, the 
learning curve is nice and gentle. However, it 
only takes a you few levels to realise that, while 
the core of the game has really not changed at 
all, the underlying game mechanic of skills and 
customisation has undergone a huge overhaul. 
Previous Diablo games let you distribute 
points to four main stats (Strength, Vitality, 
Agility and the other one — we never play 
mage classes!), and pick your way through a 
talent tree. Diablo Ill, on the other hand, auto- 
levels your stats as you level up — horror! So 
if you want to play around with a hyper-agile 
Barbarian, or a super-tough Wizard, you’re 
out of luck. No doubt the thinking is that most 
players would simply buff up the stat that was 
most relevant anyway, So why waste player 
time with making obvious choices, but making 
those off-spec builds was always a lot of fun. 
The talent trees are gone, too, which seems 
a bit odd at first, but what's in their place is 
arguably better. Instead of committing to a 
talent path, you now auto-unlock Passive and 
Active skills as you level - every Demon Hunter 
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will get the same skills, for instance - but you 
have limited skill slots to put them in. At level 
seven, our Demon Hunier had three slots that 
can be populated from a list of a dozen skills. 
The real change here is that you can swap 
these skills in and out on the fly, without cost. 


Surprisingly, 
it's pretty awesome 


Without being locked down to a particular 
progression, you can constantly experiment 
and tweak your skills to match not only your 
emerging playstyle, but also the enemies you're 
facing. It even opens up more flexibility in terms 
of the weapons you can use. The Demon 
Hunter, for instance, is a ranged specialist, but 
they can use basic swords and shields - it 
would be possible to eschew the arrow-based 
skills in favour of traps and grenades, for 
instance, and mess about with sword & board. 
We'll likely die, but at least we'll die entertained. 


Pew pew! 

There are more ways to customise your 
character at later levels, but since we've only 
had an evening's play so far, that’s a bit beyond 


us for now. However, the meat of Diablo — 
combat followed by intense bouts of basically 
Barbie doll mixing and matching — is still pretty 
much identical, and we're not sure if this is a 
stroke of brilliance, or just disappointing. 

It certainly is fun, clicking our way through 
misty field after claustrophobic dungeon, and 
it's a simple fact that Diablo has never looked 
better (watching the bones of skeletons skip 
across the map after you blow them up never 
gets old). It'd pretty obvious, too, that Blizzard's 
spent a lot of time working on pacing and the 
way different skills interact. At the moment, 
we're loving the Demon Hunter's ability to 
dictate the pace of a battle through use of 
snares and traps — we’ve not even looked at 
the class's evasive abilities yet. 

But it’s that click-to-reward-ratio that always 
made Diablo such an addictive game. We're 
only level seven, but we've already upgraded 
armour twice, our weapons a total of maybe 
four times (and have swapped from two pistol 
crossbows to an funky ice-bow), and have the 
ability to sell or deconstruct gear straight from 
our inventory — yes, you no longer have to stop 
your crusade against darkness just to clear your 
inventory. Halle-fucking-lujah. 


Beta and beyond 
Now, obviously, the beta isn’t just to give 
players early access - it helps Blizzard get 
0 grips with server balancing, bugs, and 
he kind of issues that only obsessive- 
compulsive gamers can uncover. That said, 
here’s a generous amount of game here, 
and we're looking forward to trying out the 
other classes against the Skeleton King and 
his bony and/or rotting minions. 

But we really are going to need a clickier 
mouse! (@:) DH 


Blizzard Entertainment 


| Blizzard: Entertainment 
) http://blizzard:com/diablo3/ 
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So what is this fabulous event? 
Well, it’s everything Atomic, plus doses of just plain fun. We're 
partnering with our old pals at Monash University’s IT Faculty, 
our hardware partners and some of the best game publishers to 
present a day packed with awesome. There'll be hardware, there'll 
be overclocking; we'll have LANs - PC and console - loaded with 
the latest games; there’ll be competitions and prizes and all sorts 
of cool stuff. 


It'll be kicking off on November 12, and you can register right here. 


www.atomicmpc.com.au/atomiccon 


The doors are open for everyone, this time, so make sure to pop 
along and even bring some friends — you don’t want to miss it! 


%, MONASH University 


~~ Information Technology 


Sponsored by 
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Its all play and no work for Presidente. 


Pesce is back in the fourth iteration of 
the long-running city builder Tropico, and 
the result is the most approachable game to 
date. Rather than reinvent the wheel, developer 
Haenimont Games has built upon Tropico 3, 
adding new buildings, gameplay concepts and 
quest structures to the exiting game engine. 
For the most part this works —- Tropico 4 is a 
much more rounded game than its predecessor. 
Thanks to ongoing challenges that pop up 
there are more ways to keep the public happy, 
and opportunities to build your economy. This 
is layered on top of a campaign that involves 
a series of 20 quests over 10 islands — the 
premise being that you rebuild El Presidente’s 
shattered reputation with the world community. 
In each mission you need to build up your 
island and its economy, ensuring the population 
stays happy and your military is strong enough 
to fight off any rebel threat. On top of this you 
are presented with ongoing challenges and 
quests depending on the scenario. These are 
often complementary to island building strategy, 
but can also act to make things a lot tougher 
than they should be by deliberately destroying 
certain export markets, or forcing you to build 
structures with heavy upkeep requirements. 
Generally speaking though, you have a fair 
degree of control over your destiny. You can 
focus down on farming and its by-products, 
build a tourism industry or balance out a variety 


of other ways of getting money flowing into 
your economy. Those who have played Tropico 
3 will be familiar with the delicate scramble to 
garner sufficient income to keep the Tropican 
population fed, healthy and happy. 

This is more complex than before, thanks 
to the inclusion of 20 new buildings. These 
range from obvious additions like Salt Mines, 
which are used for mining Salt deposits, to 
inclusions with more subtle effects like the new 
Fire Station,. This not only helps keep fires 
under control, but also can be used to raise 
the housing quality and in turn happiness of 
citizens in the vicinity. 

Haenimont has changed some fundamental 
concepts — in order to issue edicts one now 
needs to build a ministry and hire ministers. But 
anyone familiar with Tropico 3 will find this an 
easy game to get into. Thankfully the revamped 
tutorial and quest system also make it a more 
approachable game than before, and this 
provides a much smoociher introduction to the 
oftentimes-complex city building in the game. 

We particularly like the inclusion of the new 
quick build system, which allows you to pay 
double the cost of a building to get it built 
instantly. This is particularly handy because 
Tropico 4’s transport system is at times quite 
annoying. Tropicans need access to garages 
in order to move between work and home - if 
there is no garage they'll walk. This is fine if 
we are talking a block or two, but one of the 
historical problems with Tropico has been that 
this means lost production when setting up 
new areas of the island. With quick build you 
can get the important infrastructure in place 
without this major time sink. 

That’s just one of the ways in which the 
game has improved over its predecessor. There 
are still a lot of rough edges though, trying to 


manage traffic can be frustrating, and it isn’t 
really clear what some of the newer buildings 
actually do. Then there’s the music — the same 
handful of songs have remained from Tropico 
3, yet again providing a strangely mesmerizing 
background to the dictatorial shenanigans. 

Tropico 4 is a worthy successor to the series, 
not reinventing the wheel, but enhancing the 
experience in many ways. It still has some 
rough edges and obscure concepts, and only 
10 new maps is a major disappointment. There 
are plenty of options once you finish the main 
campaign though, with both sandbox and 
‘challenge’ modes available. It falls a little short 
of greatness, but still delivers for fans of Tropico 
and the city building genre. (@) JG 


( PC, Xhox360 (reviewed onPC) 


Developer Haenimont Games 
Publisher Kalypso 
Website www.worldoftropico.com 


Gameplay 
Stronger than ever before. 


| Graphics 
| Tropically pre 
from num 


Overall 
A worthy successor that could 
|) -< have done with a:bit'more 
content.in this iteration. 
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pace Marine 


A short but perfectly formed experience from the masters of the 40k universe. 


a as really must be a design document 
somewhere at Relic’s Vancouver HQ titled 
‘How to make the perfect 40k game for David 
Hollingworth’. I'd be curious to see it next 
time | visit, too, but in all honesty, | already 
feel | know what it would say, and the game 

it would describe: Space Marine. It’s just 
about the most perfect experience of Games 
Workshop's dark futuristic setting as this 
fanboy could hope for. 


Angels of Death 


Space Marine opens with the kind of set piece 
that a lot of other games would have to wait 
until the second or third act for. Following a 
very flavoursome intro of how best to respond 
to an Ork invasion of an important forgeworld, 
we're quickly introduced to Captain Titus and 
his two honour guard, Sergeant Sidonus and 
Brother Leandros, before Titus leaps out of a 


dropship to plummet into the upper edges of 
the atmosphere and destroy an enemy vessel 
before riding its fiery wreckage to the ground. 

It's epic, larger than life, and a pretty perfect 
encapsulation of what it really means to be one 
of the Emperor of Mankind’s elite Angels of 
Death. More than that, it also deftly introduces 
some of the game’s subtler themes of loyalty, 
duty to one’s brethren, and how to live your 
life following a strict adherence to a code of 
honour without letting that code dictate your 
every action. 

Are we reading too much into what is 
essentially a mouse-mashing click-fest? 
Maybe, but full points to Relic for making a 
game where a fan can do just that and not 
feel like he’s reaching too far. 


Burn the heretic, 
kill the mutant 


The plot is pretty classic bait-and-switch stuff, 
and it’s foreshadowed very early on that these 
Orks are perhaps a bit cleverer than they 
should be. Pretty soon, Titus uncovers not only 
a missing Inquisitor and his ‘secret weapon’, 
but also elements of the Imperium-hating forces 
of Chaos acting behind the scenes. It’s rich 
stuff that touches on a lot of the most important 
elements of the setting, while also ensuring 
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SPACE MARINE 


»\ GAMEPLAY 


there’s a whole raft of different enemies to 
shoot, stomp, and jump on from great heights. 
It’s this wide-range of action that really sets 
the game off. A lot of the combat is click-heavy 
in the extreme, especially melee, but it never 
seems too repetitive. There are boss fights, 
but they tend to be mercifully short, if no less 
challenging. There are large set-pieces, running 
gunfights, defensive battles and more to mix 
things up. The range of weaponry is also pretty 
superb, and the limits on what you can carry, 
and the way these weapons work, mean that 
pretty much every player will find their own 
perfect loadout. We've got to call out two 
pieces of kit though, as they are an absolute 
blast. In fact, that’s literally what they both are! 
The meltagun is possibly the most satisfying 
weapon we’ve used in recent years. It’s short- 
ranged, can blast multiple enemies, and will 
one-shot a lot of them. It doesn’t have much 
ammo capacity, but that’s what makes it fun - 
it’s a challenge to manoeuvre so you can hit 
most of an incoming wave of attackers, and it’s 
great for dealing with the very scary demons 
that show up later in the game. Our other fave 
is the jumppack, which lets you soar above 
enemies before accelerating into a ground- 


pounding attack that can outright kill weak 
opponents, or stun tougher ones, setting them 
up for one of the game's satisfying Executions. 


Off with his head 


In fact, these Executions really shape the 
game's feel. There are no health packs or 
anything external to heal your wounds; instead, 
it is the brutal dispatching of the Emperor's 
enemies that restores your health. This directs 
the player always forward, always seeking 
new enemies, and means you're never in the 
position of being a near-immortal super soldier 
stuck for want of a band-aid. 

The level design, too, deserves credit. 
Everything feels a little too cramped and 
small-scale at first, but when you consider 
that the habitation blocks and manufactorums 
that you’re fighting through are built on an 
average human scale, not your eight-foot- 
tall superhuman one, that actually becomes 
a feature, not an issue. On top of that, the 
chance to work around on the ground amongst 
the rich trappings of the gothic Imperium is 
just too cool. As a 40k modeller, | can see this 
game influencing my building and painting for 
years to come, and that’s no small feat. 


Wherefore 
art thou, Brother? 


Space Marine does have a multiplayer 
component, but in all honesty it’s something 
we're not all that drawn to. On the tabletop, 
marine-on-marine battles are the most boring, 
and it's much the same here. A co-op mode is 
coming post-release (though we'd really rather 
it launched with the expensive retail package), 
however, and that will be something to look 
forward to. We're not going to hold a lack of 
multiplayer against it, which is well-featured and 
deep, because for us the singleplayer is meat of 
the Space Marine experience. 

We are biased, there’s no doubting that, and 
the game does have some flaws (length and 
lack of co-op chief amongst them). But at the 
end of the day, we just got to spend nearly 
ten hours in the power-armoured boots of an 
Adeptus Astartes. And it was great; everything 
we’d ever imagined it would be like while we’re 
pushing around inch-high models of them. And 
when the inevitable sequel or DLC packs come 
out, we'll be more than happy to get into the 
power armour again. >) DH 


PC, Xbox, PS3 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Relic:Entertainment 
Publisher THQ 
Website www.spacemarine.com 


Gameplay 
Frenetic, well-paced, and varied. 109 
much fun. 


Graphics 
Not quite as rich as wed Boe but Sil 


very pretty, 


Sound — 
Good'u use a voice ee ‘st 


Simplicity hides complexity in this racing epic. 


Ic not a racing guy, either in gaming terms 
or even in sporting terms. That said, one of 
my favourite games of all time, hands down, is 
Wipeout 2097. Man, the hours lost, the Red 
Bull consumed, and the ringing in my ears 
that continues to this day because of Prodigy’s 
Firestarter... well, you get the idea. 

I've always thought I'd never find a game 
that would beat that, but oddly, along has 
come TrackMania 2 and made a fool of me. 

It's an amazing exploration of not only how far 
you can strip back a racing game to its core 
components, but also the kind of craziness you 
can pack in with just a bit of imagination. 


Stripping it back 

To say that TrackMania2’s controls are simple is 
possibly the biggest understatement in gaming. 
Basically, it’s this —- you go fast, you slow down; 
you turn left, you turn right. In fact, the control 
scheme is so simple that you can in fact play 
the game one-handed; which, you know, is 
great if you like to game while also performing 
grip-strength ‘exercises’. 

However, do not for one minute think that 
simplicity in control means no complexity in 
execution. Every tap of the brakes pretty much 
turns into a slide; effectively a handbrake turn 
without needing the handbrake. Combined with 
a range of grippy (or not so) surfaces to hoon 
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around on, the challenge of the game appears. 
And it’s pure challenge, too, as developer 
Nadeo has opted to let all players use the one 
vehicle. You can choose an array of skins, and 
make your own, but the underlying handling 

is identical. This creates a level playing field 
and strips back every race to pure skill, not a 
bitching match between players fighting about 
which engine or kitout is best. 

About the only other mechanic is how simple 
it is to restart a race when you inevitably crash 
out. One key, and you respawn — again, simple, 
and again, a great design choice. In singleplayer 
modes, earning medals goes from easy to ‘Oh 
God, kill me now” hard, so having the ability 
to quickly easily restart a map when you go a 
touch too wide is a God-send. 

So what about the actual racing? 


Messing you up 
Thinking back to Wipeout, one of the great 
things about that game was the impossible 
tracks. That said, | really do think if you took a 
pilot from that game and dumped him or her 
into TrackMania2, they’d go nuts and shoot 
themselves in a few hours. 

This game is bonkers. 

TrackMania2 does for physics whai Half Life 
2 did for first-person shooters. Racetracks 
twist, turn and then flip upside down. You'll be 
banking up walls so steep that a Nascar racer 
would cry just thinking about it. And you'll crash, 
rinse, repeat and keep doing so. 

The singleplayer stuff is challenging, and 
unlocking new maps and earning medals 
is certainly a great way to train, but the real 
game’s online. TrackMania2 is a stat-tracker’s 
dream, as it lets you look at folks in your state, 
country and all over the world. Want to be the 
fastest racer in New South Wales - can do. If 


TrackMania2 Canyon 


you're good enough. There's a mess of race 
modes from outright challenges, to cross-the- 
line-first to timetrials, and they’re all made hella 
fun by that combination of simplicity. Given you 
can aim for fastest on track, fastest time point, 
fastest in state, country and so on... there’s 
a lot to race for. Shaving off microseconds 
suddenly has real meaning. 
You'll cling to that meaning, too, when 
you start playing on player-made maps. The 
TrackMania2 map-making tools are robust and 
pretty easy to master (though the scripting 
is beyond us), but the results defy easy 
description. Suffice to say, your brain will hurt. 
But it’ll hurt in a good way, and you’ll most 
definitely come back for more. Hopefully the 
local playerbase will grow a bit, as for now it 
can still be a bit hard to find players online — 
fancy arace? “= DH 


PC 


Developer’ Nadeo 


Publisher Ubisoft 
Website www.trackmania2.com 


Gameplay 
Addictive, fast and way too much fun. 


= be fe 
Graphics my 
Simple, but getsithe job d 


A lot of fun, and packed 
with content: 
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Red Orchestra 2: 


Heroes of Stalingrad 


The potential for a great game, but seriously buggy at launch. Patience, Noble Sniper, patience... 


TT" old Red Orchestra mod, which is now 
approximately forever old, was a mod for 
Unreal Tournament 2004 and 2003 - and it was 
a classic. A total conversion, it recreated the 
conflict between Russia and Germany on the 
Eastern Front during World War Il. It was also 

a famously difficult game to play, combining 
realistic ballistics over large maps, fought over 
by both infantry and vehicles. 

It was also, well... obviously a labour of love. 
The animations were a bit clunky, there were 
some buggy bits of code, and the game's Ul 
was obviously not designed with ease of use 
in mind. But for a mod, and one that was free 
besides, it was fine. And man, we lost so many 
days to mastering AT rifles and making life hell 
for tankers... So, with all that fine nostalgia 
making us misty for simpler times, how does 
the new, costs-actual-money Red Orchestra 2: 
Heroes of Stalingrad actually stack up? 

Well, it’s telling that our original Red 
Orchestra experience was much, much 
smoother. At launch, Heroes of Stalingrad is 
a lipid mass of bugs, errors and glitches that 
is stopping many from being able to enjoy the 
game - and that includes us. 

This is yet another of those cases where it’s 
almost impossible for us to see the great game 
that Heroes of Stalingrad could be for massive 
array of bugs between us and that experience. 
It’s also true that there are a lot of people who 
have nothing but praise for the game, and are 
having bug-free experiences. But it’s like we're 
looking at a whole other game. 

The thing to remember, here, is that Heroes 
is a retail product, and that’s the standard to 
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which we're going to hold developer Tripwire 
Interactive to. If we'd paid money for Heroes 
we'd be feeling pretty stiffed; as it is, we 
certainly feel that that’s a lot of our download 
cap burned. We've a litany of issues with the 
game, most that seem to be poor design. 
First up, the game has a serious frame rate 
issue that regularly drops the action down to 
a picturesque, but unplayable two or three 
frames per second. The game is pretty, and 
it really gives Unreal Engine 3 a walloping, but 
there’s no excuse for that kind of performance. 
Even when the game runs at higher rates, 
there’s some serious stuttering - in a game that 
features demanding ballistics, this is a real killer. 
The game’s Ul is also remarkably amateurish, 
to the point that the original game feels like 
a much more polished product. Poor mouse 
movement combined with some terrible design 
can often lead to the most intense frustration 
when you cannot find the proper ‘continue’ 
buttons or graphical settings, and the lack of a 
manual just makes it even more frustrating. 
You can see how great the game should be 
once playing, but there are still baffling design 
choices. There’s a cover system; this seems an 
odd inclusion for such a hardcore game, and is 
not helped by the fact that it’s difficult to use. 
But, sometimes, the game does work. Map 
designs are large and involved, the gunplay 
is challenging but oh-so-rewarding, and the 
sound is some of the best we’ve heard in any 
game of this type. The voice-command system 
is particularly good. The different classes, from 
tankers through to snipers and infantry, and the 
mighty machine gunner, deliver some serious 


variety and tactical flexibility. The Commander 
class, with his ability to bring on artillery and 
mortar strikes, is particularly good — there's 
nothing quite like watching enemies get shelled 
into the stone age, while you rush over to 
assault the shell-shocked (the game does have 
an effective suppression system) survivors. 

At the moment, though, whether or not the 
game will overcome its issues comes down to 
having faith in Tripwire Interactive to support 
and improve the game. The company has a 
great record for just that, though, so we expect 
Heroes of Stalingrad to be that rare game that, 
despite serious issues at launch, will only get 
better with time. (¢:) DH 


im Developer Tripwire Interactive 
im Publisher Tripwire Interactive 
im Website www.heroesofstalingrad:com 


Gameplay 

One of the grittiest military shooters 
on the market, but plagued with bug} 
Graphics 
Frame rate iss 
otherwise gre 
Soundiill 
Super! 


There's a brilliant game here = 
but perhaps not just yet... 
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FI 2011 


Codemasters get it almost all right, with dazzling cars that 
are pure joy to drive and learn, plus deep game options for 


single and multi-player. 


Wire you're into Formula 1 or not, if 
you like racing you'll want to know up 
front if this is a ‘game’ or a ‘sim’. Because, 
ultimately, it all boils down to how the cars 
handle, how they feel. 

In terms of the car physics, this is most 
definitely a sim. In this respect it is an entirely 
new game, when compared to F1 2010. 
Driving and racing is exhilarating, challenging 
yet satisfying, and very addictive. The cars now 
exhibit real physics, and straight off the bat 
you'll feel at ease in the cockpit knowing that 
your inputs and reactions deliver a response 
that fits, makes sense, and lets you get good 
at real driving, rather than mastering a hit and 
miss developer's model. 

Cars are just so much more responsive and 
dynamic than before. Codemasters point to a 
new suspension model as the main reason the 
cars are better, and you can certainly feel that at 


work. The cars are alive, dynamic and energetic. 


They are agile and respond beautifully to throttle 
and brake, with the car understeering beautifully 
as you lift, while pushing wide exactly as you’d 
expect when you squeeze on the perfectly 
responsive throttle. Braking power is immense, 
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_ fantastic. It's a bit too aggressive at times, and 


as it should be. Your braking points can be 

daringly later than the last game, while very 

precise control of both pedals yields equally 
precise dynamic response. 

Car handling varies as it should across the 
types, though the McLaren is markedly different 
to the rest, being an angrier, peakier and 
twitchier car. Altogether though, all cars feel 
fast and powerful, and the sense of speed and 
acceleration is phenomenal. 

KERS (a push-button dose of extra power) 
and DRS (another button that drops your rear 
wing for better speed and, conversely, less grip) 
alter the car feel enormously. KERS is dynamite, 
a real kicker that shakes the car, makes the 
engine scream and can be used to pass, or get 
back to speed quickly if you have an incident. 
It's displayed on the wheel as remaining kWh 
and you get 400 to meter out in a lap. DRS 
requires judicious use — drop the wing on a 
curve and you'll knife off the track as downforce 
disappears in an instant. Regulations limit its 
use to designated straights and only when 
you're within one second of the car in front, 
which adds an exciting new dimension to 
pushing the car hard, as well as needing to 
create a setup that works in all situations. 

Opponents are more aggressive and will cut 
you off and drive like they want to win, which is 


you'll be bumped off the track annoyingly 
often, so if that’s a deliberate ‘gameplay’ 
element from Codemasters, tsk tsk from us. 
Engines sound spectacular now. A huge 
improvement over the last game. There’s no 
more control lag either, and you really do need 
a wheel and pedals to enjoy this game properly. 


VODAFONE « 


It doesn’t really look any better, though the 
nasty green tint Codies have used in racing 
games for years now is gone, so blue is finally 
blue. Object detail is very good, but textures 
are disappointingly flat. Wet races look very 
nice, though when a dry racing line appears it’s 
edged by brick-sized pixels that really detract. 

Multiplayer supports up to 16 players, and 
there can now be two of each car on the track, 
as it should be. You still can’t view a race replay 
after a multi-player session, and players can’t 
join a session already in progress, but on the 
flipside there’s a new co-op championship 
mode that’s brilliant fun to do with a mate. 

We'll consider F1 2010 a qualifying round for 
Codemasters. F1 2011 is the real race. () BM 


PC, Xhox 360, PS3 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Codemasters Birmingham 


Publisher Codemasters 
Website http:/Avww.formulal-game.com 


Gameplay 
Precise and exciting car 
physics plus competitive Al. 
Graphics 

Flat and flawed, but colourful 
and detaileds = 
Sound 
Screaming perfection 


Overall 
The best‘and most complete F1 
experience: It’s'a sim and a game: 
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BASTION 


Another stellar example of indie creativity. 


K: wakes up, finds his world destroyed. 
Mighty inconvenient. He gets up. Sets off 
for the Bastion, where everyone agreed to go in 
case of trouble. 

But there’s nobody there, no-body left, 
except for an old man called Rucks. He tells 
the Kid the Calamity destroyed the world and 
everyone in it. Kid’s kinda bummed. But then 
Rucks says there might just be a chance to 
save it, if the Bastion can be re-built. Kid wants 
to be a hero, so he sets off to save what's left 
of the world. And maybe, just maybe, he can 
do it... 


Cunning narration 

In typical indie fashion, Bastion takes an 
innovative idea and serves it up to you delicious 
and moist — in Bastion’s case that’s a fully 
reactive story, read out by a narrator, that 
changes depending on how you play. 

It’s voiced by a new actor called Logan 
Cunningham, whose sultry baritone tongue 
could unlatch bra straps. There are some 
60,000 spoken words in the game — which 
is to Say, a small novel. Hearing him chime in 
with quips like “the Kid just raged awhile” when 
you first discover you can destroy pretty much 
anything with your hammer, or “Kid’s been 
down the path enough times it’s starting to feel 
familiar” when you die more than once on a 


level, is what makes Bastion such a gem 
to play. 

At its core Bastion is a hack’n’slash with 
RPG elements — you can level the Kid, find 
and upgrade all manner of fun and devious 
weapons, and combine these with Brews that 
grant passive abilities like extra health or critical 
hits. Somehow, despite the differences in 
weapon abilities, the developers have managed 
to balance it such that any combination can 
ultimately see you through to the end. And 
the narrator has a comment for every type of 
combination you choose. 


The spice of life 

And then there's idols, which you can activate 
as you find them to make the game harder, 
such as making enemies hit and move faster. 
In return there are small rewards, like an 

XP bonus, but ultimately this is a brilliant 
mechanism to allow the player to challenge 
themselves. A game with all the idols activated 
is impressively hard. 

The PC version also supports a higher 
esolution than the Xbox (1080p vs 720p) 
and more flexibility for the controls, as well as 
contains an easter egg that links to Portal 2. 
There’s obviously a lot of love between Valve 
and Supergiant Games, with a promo featuring 
he narrator picking a bone with Cave Johnson 
himself, which you can hear at www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=hVHn0eyGZAA 


Draw! 

The art is another feature that sets the game 
apart: a wonderfully colourful hand-drawn world 
of hovering platforms that fall in place from the 
sky to meet your feet as you walk — the remains 
of Caelondia after the Cataclysm — through 
which you slowly unravel the story behind 


what happened. 

Without giving too much away, the story isn’t 
just a decoration as we're so used to these 
days. As you discover how the Calamity 
came about you’re hit with a poignant 
moment when you realise who the bad 
guys really are. And at the end you're asked 
to make an important decision that can 
actually fit into a subsequent playthrough if 
you so choose (called New Game +, adding 
to the replayability). We don’t want to spoil it, 
but guaranteed you'll sit there scratching your 
head for a while before you make a decision. 
And it may haunt you afterwards. 

The narrator, the art, the story, the simple 
but enjoyable gameplay mechanics - it's a no 
brainer to grab this at just $15. (@) AM 


PC (via Steam only), Xbox 360 (rev. on PC) 


Developer-Tech'Land 


im Publisher Deep Silver 
fm Website http://deadisland:deepsilver.com 


| Gameplay = Ee 

| Classic hack and slash with RPG py fs 
elements and a great story. z 

Graphics 

Beautiful art, creati 

and enemie 


| A funisometric platformer 


with its own unique hook: 


ISLAND 


Dead Island 


For those who like their zombies buggy and grating. 


A: I’d thought (following general 
incompetence that ranged from a poor 
review cycle to some rather ugly misogyny), 
Dead Island has been a hard game to review. 
Yes, there is a great game here, an open 

world zombie fest that rewards clever planning 
and quick thinking, while showing off a truly 
horrific zombie outbreak. There are some great 
gameplay elements, from locational damage to 
the stamina system... However, for every Great 
Thing, there’s something blocking any sense of 
real enjoyment. 


Slow zombies 


First up was one of our least favourite things 
ever, the dreaded zero-day patch. Of course, 
Dead Island really needed it — not only was 
the game riddled with bugs, but many people 
ended up downloading the wrong version of the 
game. Tech Land had uploaded a dev version 
to Steam... fun times. 

Even so, once the game had installed, 
patched and finally run, it was still buggy as 
hell. In particular, the entire first portion of the 
game featured weird, washed out and jaggy 
red shadows. It was like suffering some kind 
of brain haemorrhage, and just as much fun to 
play through. The next thing we spotted was 
a mess of hold-over console iconography. To 
open a locked or busted door in Dead Island, 
you have to play an odd little mini-game that 


sees you moving your mouse and back forth 
to mimic the motion of someone shouldering it 
open. Only instead of showing a mouse, Dead 
Island suggested we use our thumb stick. 
Then followed a good few minutes of trial and 
error while we worked that one out, and our 
interest in the game waned more and more. 
The controls, too, are rather off-putting, 
with a head-bob so exaggerated that it will 
leave those susceptible to motion sickness 
rolling on the floor in their own up-chucked 
lunch. The characterisations are broad to the 
point of offensiveness, and if you’ve chosen 
to play as Purna, the Koori (okay, points there 
for Tech Land) firearms expert, you are doubly 
screwed over. Not only is this a game that’s 
characterised by its lack of focus on firearms, 
but you'll also be shouldered with an accent 
so ocker that it’s like playing the game with 
Pauline Hanson hanging over your shoulder 
yelling BLOODY HELL and WHAT THE HELL’S 
WRONG WITH YOU. The latter, in particular, 
made me grind my teeth in frustration — they’re 
zombies, Purna. This is what they do. 

Less annoying but just as nonsensical are 
some of the powers; especially Purna’s first 
Fury ability. The game follows the tried and 
more or less true tripartite skill progression; we 
chose Fury for Purna because it seemed like 
going combat-heavy would be handy, but that 
first power is, well, dumb. It basically allows her 
to draw a pistol. For a bit. 

So, wait — this game’s telling me | need to be 
angry before | can let off two or three rounds? 
And | need to have killed a mess of undead 
before remembering how to carry a revolver? 
What?! At this point, my immersion — and any 
sense of care for any of the characters involved 

— was pretty much as dead as the walking 
horrors shambling about the island. 


Fast zombies 
We're not the first to point out that there’s a 
good game in here. However, for most we’ve 
spoken to, it’s a matter of ‘if you can get past 
the bugs/problems/stereotypes, it’s good’. 
However, we just can’t get past any of that. 

Co-op is fine, and the drop-in, drop-out 
structure means you can always find someone 
nearby to play with, and the sprawling, open 
nature of a lot of levels actually makes the 
horror more acute, especially once you get 
into built up areas and have to start avoiding 
really large mobs of zombies. The sense of 
scavenging in a world gone to hell is solid, 
though on PC the two clicks it requires to pick 
anything up is supremely annoying. 

Though that reminds us of one of the most 
ill-thought out and unresponsive inventory 
systems we've ever had to displeasure to use. 
But we're talking good things, right? 

They are there. It is a matter of getting past 
the bugs. But there’s a raft of better made 
games out there, and | refuse to forgive a 
modern developer this many mistakes just for 
the chance to kill a few more zombies. (& 


PC, Xhox 360,PS3(reviewedonPC) 


Developer Tech:Land 
Publisher Deep:Silver 
Website http://deadisland.deepsilver.com 


Gameplay 
A mixed bag of good ideas 
and terrible bugs. 
Graphics Pres: 
Very atmospheric once the 
shadows load proper! 


a 3. 
a Great for zombie fans, but we're 
| .. glad to amble away from this one. 


WHAT KING WILL YOU BE >. 


| Conqueror, Usurper or Diplomat ? 


bs 


The video game adaptation of the fantasy saga «A Song of 
Ice and Fire» by George RR Martin. 


Deep and exciting gameplay combining strategy, diplomacy, 
and politics. 
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Mild fantasy 
violence 
Gaming experience 


may change online 
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A Chris Ro < 


production ©.'* 


Ben Mansill pays tribute to one of gaming's original superstars, 
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| Doar ye 


‘aman with standards 


of design, storytelling and technical perfection that changed everything. 3 


in 1990, you probably had a 386. And, you, 

like every PC gamer of the time, would have 
played Wing Commander. 

And it would have blown your mind. 

It was a hell of an introduction to the now- 
infamous vision and standards of Mr Chris 
Roberts, the game's producer. His name was 
proudly emblazoned in the opening sequence of 
the intro. He was the George Lucas of gaming 
back then, and was one of the first ‘big names’ 
of gaming in general. 

Wing Commander laid bare the audaciously 
high standards of game design that was 


| f, like me, you were playing PC games back 


Chris Roberts left no part of the game short of 
perfection. No corners were cut. Between every 
mission, lengthy scenes of dialogue built and 
progressed the story. The cartoony look of the 


-characters was distinct and loveable. This wasn’t 


a derivative Star Wars clone. 

Missions branched according to your 
performance and choices, again driving home 
another minor revolution in game design for this 
genre. He could well have left the game bare 
as a straight combat.shooter with a minimal 
interface and scant story, but that wasn’t his 
style. Chris Roberts pushed everything up to 
maximum quality and innovated in everything. 


He could have left the game as a straight 
combat shooter with a minimal interface 
and scant story, but that wasn’t his style. 


embodied in Roberts. He took game design 
and raised the bar by a generation. WC was the 
Far Cry of its day, everything about it dazzled 
and amazed, and almost always demanded a 
hardware upgrade to play it properly. 

The graphics were what everybody talked 
about. He used a 3D space with scaling and 
rotating 2D sprites for objects — exactly the 
same technique iD used for Doom 3 years later. 
He used an in-cockpit view, bucking the trend 
for an external 3rd-person view and this was all 
for ‘immersion’, which was his mantra. 

Game navigation was done by clicking on 
doors to various rooms of the mighty capital 
ships you inhabited, and one of Blizzard's 

. designers recently pointed directly to this as the 
inspiration for StarCraft 2’s interface. 


WC’s audio was another mindblower. Once 
again, it didn’t have to be good, but it was. It 
was magnificent. The orchestral score was 
divine and its use of the newborn Sound Blaster 
card was a generation ahead of anything else. 
Combat featured dynamic music, too, another in 
the long list of firsts for gaming. 

Straight after WC he embarked on an 
even more ambitious project — Strike 
Commander — which is one of gaming’s most 


’ under-rated titles. Here, it was a world of fighter 


jets in real-world Earth, but built using the same 
game structure as WC, complete with corny 
characters illustrated beautifully, a game engine 
that simply wouldn’t run at max on current-gen 
hardware, and a sense of fun and adventure 
that simultaneously took itself seriously while 
mocking itself. 

Wing Commander 2 next fed our then 
insatiable appetite for more, and he also gifted 
us with the amazing Wing Commander: Privateer, 
a solo free-roaming space mercenary game that 
will definitely get a dedicated page here one day. 

Roberts made no secret of the fact that he 
ultimately wanted to make movies, and that 
gaming was a stepping stone chosen because 
he knew programming, so was a known tool 
able to create worlds the way he wanted them 
to be. As technology progressed, he was once. - 
again at its forefront and pushing harder than any 
producer in the gaming world. 


When the CD format arrived, he seized the 
technology from the get-go as a means to blend 
his movie aspirations with his always-paramount 
drive for ultimate game immersion. Wing 
Commander 3: Heart of the Tiger dosed up 
heavily on full motion video and featured a true 
Hollywood cast, which famously included Mark 
Hamill, John Rhys-Davis and Malcolm McDowell. 
The 8D engine left sprites behind, shifting to true 
polygonal 3D at a time when all rendering was 
done via software, and necessitated another ° 
hardware upgrade for gamers. It shipped on four 
CDs and was the most expensive video game 
ever produced at the time by several orders of 
magnitude, at a cost of US$4 million. The next 


~ WC game, IV, had a budget of US$12 million. 


He finally realised his movie ambitions when in 
1999 the Wing Commander movie was released. 
Alas, it was unbearable crap. The cheesy macho 
formula that worked so well in the WC games 
simply didn’t cut it on the big screen, and it was 
regarded as a bit of a joke. 

Roberts virtually disappeared after the WC 
movie. He did indeed have a major new project, 


_ and had spent several years working to ensure 


it was something special. Before its completion, 
though, he sold his company; Digital Anvil, to 
Microsoft, and it was a couple of further years 
of development under their wing that saw its 
eventual release. Freelancer is still regarded as 
the high water mark of space combat shooters, 
but few remember it was a Chris Roberts 
concept. 

Today, rumours exist of a new Chris Roberts 
Wing Commander game. Details are non- 
existent, other than comments from Roberts 
that it will be huge, majorly innovative and 
mindblowing. And if it happens, it will be 
because it’s a Chris Roberts production. @ 
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e ,High-Powered 50mm 

/ FullSpectrum™ audio drivers 
“deliver no holds barred gaming 
audio 
THX TruStudio Pro Surround 
delivers amazing 3D surround 
effects and ultra-realistic 
gaming audio 

Steel core headband for a 
precise fit with maximum 
durability 
e Re-chargeable lithium polymer 
battery delivering up to 8 hours of 
continuous gaming playback per 
charge } 
Customizable illuminated ear 
cups that provide cool glowing 
effect 


WINDOWS 


Evolve Your Game: Connect Wirelessly 


XBOX360 « PS3 « PC * MAC 


Engineered by the undisputed masters of gaming and entertainment audio, the Sound Blaster Tactic3D- Omega 
Wireless headset brings the legendary Sound Blaster audio quality and expertise that over 400 million gamers and 
audio enthusiasts have experienced to your Xbox 360, PlayStation 3, PC and Mac. The slick design featuring 
illuminated ear cups houses massive 50mm Full Spectrum audio drivers. 


=) Sound Blaster Tactic3D Sigma Sound Blaster Recon3D 


Professional Grade Gaming Headset Cross-Platform 3D Surround Sound Processor 


e Dual mode - USB or analogue connectivity e Powered by the revolutionary Sound CoresD . 
¢ High-resolution 50mm drivers for premium audio quad-core audio processor 
performance and immersive gameplay e Hardware-accelerated THX TruStudio Pro 
¢ THX TruStudio:Pro Surround delivers amazing 3D surround effects technologies and Dolby Digital decoder 
e Steel core headband for maximum durability ¢ Compatible with any analogue headset 
© Compatible with XBOX 360, Playstation 3, PC & Mac 


soundblaster.com/tactic3d 
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